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ABSTRACT
BUILDING FOR CRITICAL MASS
 
WHEN LAUNCHING NEW CHURCHES
by 
Steven T. Usry
The purpose of this research was to examine the strategic factors that pastors
employ in building critical mass when launching new churches. This investigation was
conducted through a multiple case study that examined the strategies and critical mass
quotients of six churches throughout the southern portion of the United States that have
experienced exceptional and accelerated growth throughout their existence. The research
found five common strategies and five common barriers that affect the development of
critical mass. These discoveries guide the proposal of six precepts and their practical
implications for understanding critical mass development in the life of a church.
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CHAPTER 1
AN OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY
“So what are you going to do?” The question came at a dinner meeting and
before I could even sit down. Asking the question was Ken Callahan, one of the most
sought-after church consultants in the United States who has worked relentlessly to help
thousands of congregations over the last four decades. He was serious, and he wanted an
answer. He knew that I had been struggling to discern the next place God was calling me
to minister. A moment of silence passed that seemed like an eternity between the
question he posed and my answer. By faith I responded, “I am going to plant a church.”
Before the words could even roll from my lips, he began to say, “And it will be a great
church reaching thousands of lost people and giving great glory to God.” I humbly
received this as a word from God. 
This encounter was my first step of faith towards accepting God’s call to launch
into a realm about which I knew nothing. Just thinking about the endeavor of planting a
church seemed ominous to me. Deep within I knew that God was calling me to a new
work. I now understand church planting to be perhaps the single greatest need for the
body of Jesus Christ.
One Step Forward Still Losing Ground
Recently while visiting churches throughout the city of Houston, I met with Jim
Herrington. Jim is the founder and leader of Mission Houston and former director of the
five hundred congregation Union Baptist Association of Greater Houston. Over the last
decade, Jim teamed with the pastors of five hundred Southern Baptist churches in an
effort to advance the gospel; however, early in their journey the research demonstrated
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conclusively that the churches throughout their area had been losing ground for the past
forty years. Jim explains that the numbers were deceiving because each year they would
see a net gain in membership, but the city of Houston was growing at a much greater
percentage than the churches were gaining. Jim posited that the Church was making
progress, but still losing ground. The unchurched population of Houston had been
growing at two to three times the rate of the churches.  
The situation in Houston is precisely the situation of the American Church.
Studies during the mid-1990s document the failure of the American Church to advance
at a faster rate than its culture. Perhaps the most vivid portrayal of this truth comes forth
through the findings of Charles Arn in his studies concerning the American Church. His
research concludes that: 
The church has failed to gain an additional 2 percent of the American population in the
last fifty years. No county in America can boast a greater churched population today
than ten years ago; Every year between 3,500 and 3,750 American churches close their
doors. 
During the last ten years, the combined communicant membership of all Protestant
denominations has declined 9.5 percent (4,498,242), while the national population has
increased 11.4 percent (24,153,000) (73-78).
He is not alone in his assertion that the Church is experiencing decline. In 1976,
the Hartford Seminary Foundation conducted a study that was led by Dean R. Hoge and
David A. Roozen. The study was published and entitled Understanding Church Growth
and Decline. It documents the decline of the church that began in the 1960s and
continued into the 1970s. Their research concluded that in the last three decades, seven
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          1Barna is a Christian sociologist and author whose research group statistically describes the state
of the church. For more on Barna’s studies of the church and prescriptions for growth see Part III of
The Frog in the Kettle. See also Barna’s work The Second Coming of the Church in which he surveys
the sociological landscape of America and proposes that the church must reinvent itself to engage the
culture of the twenty-first century successfully. His Web site is another resource that lists many statistics
concerning the state of the Church in America.   
of the nation’s nine largest denominations experienced membership declines. The only
two denominations that grew were the Southern Baptist Convention and the Assemblies
of God. Nevertheless, their growth was minimal compared with the population growth of
America. The study by Hoge and Roozen have launched many other initiatives that seek
to understand the present decline of the church. Where Have All Our People Gone? by
Carl S. Dudley is a companion piece to the study that deals more specifically with the
implications of this decline for pastors, laity, and church leaders. 
George Barna is a renowned sociologist and a life long student of religion in
America. He has also researched the decline of the church in The Frog in the Kettle. He
submits that the present church membership decline will continue at least throughout the
early twenty-first century (140).1 Aubrey Malphurs also agrees that the church has
experienced serious decline over past decades. In his book Planting Growing Churches
for the 21st Century, Malphurs recounts the research of Win Arn, which shows that four
out of five of the 375,000 churches presently dotting the American landscape are in a
state of plateau or decline:
In the normal life cycle of churches, there is birth, and in time, death. Many
churches begin a plateau and/or slow decline around their 15th-18th year.
Presently 80-85% of the churches in America are on the downside of this
growth cycle. (32)
Reversing the Tide
The situation in Houston has now turned around. Jim Herrington and church
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leaders throughout Houston began to make serious changes in the way churches
approached their mission in the community. After nearly a decade of ardent work, for the
first time in more than forty years, the churches began to grow at a faster rate than the
population increase of the city.  
 Jim explains that churches began to employ culturally relevant strategies for
reaching the city. These strategies called for internal changes within the churches, but
they also called for innovative advancements. Churches throughout the city began to
transition while goals were set to plant new churches across the city. In the process, a
house-church movement began and the city began to see spiritual advancements that
were previously not seen. The changes were tough, but the rewards have been fruitful.
Houston is not the only city to have success in reversing the tide of decline. Jack
Dennison, founder and president of CitiReach International, is the author of City
Reaching. He reports that churches in many major cities across America are undertaking
strategic initiatives to  reverse the tide of decline. The issue at hand is the responsiveness
of the American Church as a whole. I am convinced that the American Church can
reverse the decline if it will wholeheartedly accept two initiatives: the work of
transitioning existing churches to be culturally relevant and the establishment of new
communities of faith. This dissertation focuses on the latter calling.  
Dr. Jim Montgomery is the president and founder of DAWN (Discipling a Whole
Nation) Ministries. Some consider him to be a leading catalyst for church planting
worldwide. DAWN Ministries exists with the goal of accomplishing the Great
Commission of Jesus Christ in one generation. In 1975 Montgomery initiated a
movement throughout the Philippines called DAWN 2000. The target of this movement
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was to plant fifty thousand churches by the year 2000. Spiritual leaders throughout the
Philippines relate that the goal is being reached, and the result has brought sweeping
transformation across the nation. In 1984 a congress was held in Guatamala as spiritual
leaders began to target their nation through the strategic planting of new churches. In
1996 they reported that the Guatamalan nation is now 72 percent Christian. In 1998
church leaders in Latin America adopted a DAWN strategy for planting five hundred
thousand new churches by the year 2010. This vision for church planting has spread
throughout India, Zimbabwe, England, and approximately forty-five other nations,
which, when combined, set goals for more than three million new congregations.  
I mention this church-planting movement to compare what is happening across
the global canvas with America’s church-planting record. Church growth specialists
contend that the last decade has seen a great rise in the number of new church starts in
America. Still the number of churches being planted in America is a small fraction of the
scores of churches being planted across the world. Many church leaders are convinced
that America is already overpopulated with congregations. Mentioning church planting
to a group of American pastors often brings a dismal response at best. A church-planting
movement is underway in other countries, yet America remains largely untouched, and
Dennison contends that “saturation church planting remains a hard sell in America”
(136).
The Call to Plant 
In the very early days of answering my call to plant a church, I felt a need to
study the reasons why new churches should be started. This short list describes why the
planting of new churches should be a principle priority for the Church as it engages the
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twenty-first century. Biblical references to each of these points are given in Chapter 2. 
First, the principle reason behind starting new churches is the fulfillment of the
Great Commandment of Jesus Christ. Jesus was characterized by his great love and the
same is true of Christian disciples. Jesus says, “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength” while
commanding his disciples to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30-31; Matt.
22:34-40). This love of God and love of neighbor compels disciples to continue sharing
the good news of salvation with those who are not yet saved. The establishment of new
churches is a natural by-product of loving the world with the love of Christ.
A second imperative behind starting new churches is the fulfillment of the Great
Commission of Jesus Christ. Church growth and expansion is biblical. Jesus commanded
the church to be fruitful. God wills the Church to grow, expand, and multiply (Warren
62-63). C. Peter Wagner states that “the planting of new churches is the single most
effective evangelistic methodology under heaven” (11). 
Third, Christianity from the time of the Pentecost has expanded through church
planting. When new churches are planted, more people come to know Christ, and the
unchurched are developed into disciples. Robert E. Logan states that “the church is
always one generation from extinction” (193). Like the cycle of human life, no church
exists forever, and if new churches are not born, the inevitable fate will be extinction.
Fourth, new churches can adapt and innovate more quickly than established
churches. New churches have a greater growth potential because more energy can be
invested in reaching the unchurched. In a study that appeared in the January 1991 edition
of Christianity Today, Bruce McNicol indicates that among evangelical churches those
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under three years old will win ten people to Christ per year for every one hundred
members. According to his study, the average number won to Christ plummets
drastically as the age of the church increases. Established churches must devote a great
deal of energy to developing mature Christians; whereas, church plants in their prenatal
phase can devote greater amounts of energy to reaching the lost (69). Logan adds that
unchurched people are more attracted to new churches (194).  
Fifth, new churches provide the opportunity to recruit, equip, and supervise new
spiritual leaders. Most leadership positions in established churches are hierarchical in
nature and often filled. Wagner states that new churches must establish new spiritual
leaders by “opening wide the doors of leadership and ministry challenges” (20).
Sixth, church planting enlivens existing churches. Established churches that
partner with church plants increase their orientation to mission. Wagner states, “In more
cases than not, a new church in the community tends to raise the religious interest of
people in general and if handled properly can be a benefit to the existing churches” (20).
Seventh, the cultural and ethnic landscape of America has changed. A vast
segment of the population is being overlooked as new churches need to be planted to
reach diverse societal and ethnic enclaves.
Finally, the notion that America is already saturated with churches is a myth. If 5
percent of the American population came to church on any given Sunday, churches
would not have enough room to seat everyone. Existing churches need to be revitalized,
and new missional churches must be planted. Charles L. Chaney asserts, “America will
not be won to Christ by existing churches, even if they should suddenly become vibrantly
and evangelistically alive. Nor will the United States be won to Christ by establishing
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more churches like the vast majority of those we now have” (4). 
After reviewing these reasons that serve as the foundation for church planting, I
came to realize that church planting should not be tossed aside as just another of many
ministries that the Church should initiate. Though somewhat fearful of the prospects of
beginning a church, God’s call is strong, and my confidence in God’s provision is sure.
My life is now devoted to the planting of new churches. The task is understandably the
most challenging and most rewarding endeavor I will ever serve. As a member of the
North Georgia Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church, I accepted the call
to plant a new church in the Atlanta, Georgia, area.          
Strategic Impact and Expansion
I believe that church planting is the most effective and strategic way to impact
and expand God’s kingdom in any community. The question for me is how to plant and
harvest a thriving, regional body of believers who are devoted to the Great
Commandment and Great Commission. As I began to study church-planting models, I
realized that churches are planted in numerous ways. Some start small and grow
gradually; some launch larger and grow at a steady pace. Others are able to launch with
many people and set the pace to grow beyond the thousand mark. Some church plants
fail in the first two years and others thrive. I noticed that a small number of factors
contribute to a new church’s viability or failure. A major dependent factor is the church
planter. Church planters must be entrepreneurial with gifts and graces to build an
organization from the ground up. Another major factor is planning and execution. Many
church plants fail because of a lack of vision, preparation, and training. The most
intriguing factor to me that leads to a church’s viability, however, is the church plant’s
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ability to establish critical mass. Those who train church planters understand how
important critical mass is to the life of a church plant. According to church plant
coaches, the leading reason behind a church plant’s failure is the lack of an established
critical mass.
Critical mass is discussed at length in Chapter 2, and I have provided a glossary
of terms that proves helpful for understanding the components that contribute to critical
mass (see Appendix A). In its simplest definition, critical mass is described as “a self-
sustaining chain reaction” (“Atomic Bomb”). Scientists in practically every field of
research study how critical mass affects the everyday lives of people. Very little has been
written on the subject especially when related to church growth. Church leaders describe
critical mass as that place where their numbers accelerated. The fact is, many church
plants never accelerate into growth. Many struggle to survive, and some perish
miserably. Church plants that reach critical mass can reasonably expect continued
success. This dissertation attempted to identify the components that lead to critical mass
in the life of a church plant.  
Some church planters say critical mass can be found purely in the numbers. They
reason that when a church grows to a certain place, the ministry experiences an
exponential growth curve. Certainly one component of critical mass is numerical, but, at
the foundation of critical mass, discoveries prove that numbers alone do not accomplish
critical mass. If critical mass is a self-sustaining chain reaction, church leaders must seek
to know the components that lead to critical mass beyond merely the residual outcome of
an increase in attendance.  
The complexity of issues such as leadership, systems, and structures, imply that
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the development of critical mass is dependent upon many factors. At the heart of the
research inquiry is comprehending how a church plant can successfully grow in mission
beyond the reach of any one person. Walt Disney, Henry Ford, Thomas Edison,
Alexander Graham-Bell, William Boeing, George Merck— the list could continue of
numerous Americans who began innovations that far outlasted them. Each innovation
reached a point of critical mass where further adoption was inevitable.  
These entrepreneurs led change and affected growth within their companies. In a
similar fashion, entrepreneurial church planters play a significant role in leading an
organization to establish critical mass. This research studied how dependent critical mass
is upon the entrepreneurial church planter. If critical mass is self-sustaining, then once
critical mass is achieved, the founding church planter may be replaced, and growth will
still occur within the organization. I believe that true critical mass is a self-sustaining
chain reaction not dependent upon any one person. I am not suggesting that leadership is
not needed. Leadership is always needed for growth to continue in any organization, yet
critical mass exceeds the need for any person to be indispensable. I sought to discover
how church plants build to a critical mass where growth is natural and virtually
effortless. I also sought to understand how a chain reaction is dependent upon the
founding church planter. My hope was to discover the components that contribute to the
unique critical mass of a spiritual community.   
The Context and Purpose of This Study
The church I planted in Atlanta is affiliated with the United Methodist Church.
Atlanta is the urban center of the South and is home to more than four million residents.
Nearby Henry County is the fourth fastest growing county in the nation according to
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percentage growth. I planted a church in a newly developed community called Eagle’s
Landing. This portion of Henry County has grown rapidly over the last ten years and has
become home to many professionals and executives. The median age is thirty-two, the
median household size is 3.2 people, and the median household income is $38,018
(“Henry County”). My desire was to apply the findings of my research to this church in
the Atlanta area. 
The purpose of this research study was to identify strategies that successfully
build and sustain critical mass when launching new churches. The research discoveries
can inform pastors and enhance the viability of church plants that strategically build for
critical mass.
Research Questions
To learn from these successful church plants, I sought to answer four main
research questions at each of the churches. My learning came by processing the
discoveries that are learned from these questions.
Research Question #1
     What components contribute to a successful church launch?
Research Question #2
     Do the church plants studied share common strategies, and, if so, what are they?
Research Question #3
     How do these factors build to a critical mass?
Research Question #4
     Can marked similarities in the critical mass growth curves of each church plant be 
identified?
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Definition of Terms
In this study the principle terms are defined as follows.
Critical mass is the minimum amount of a given fissile material necessary to
achieve a self-sustaining chain reaction. Sociologically, this sustained chain reaction
begins when enough individuals have adopted an innovation so that the innovation’s
further rate of adoption becomes self-sustaining. Organizations build towards the
achievement of critical mass in the hopes of sustaining continued growth. Critical mass
can be lost.
Successful church plants are those churches that experience continued growth
beyond the second year of life. Successfulness is measured to the degree that the new
church plant does not plateau, decline, or cease to exist during this pivotal time period.  
Church-planting methods are the supportive means and processes by which a
church is planted. Chapter 2 details the various methods for planting churches. Each
planting method determines how the new church will be supported and to whom the new
church will be amenable.   
Church-planting strategies are the plans and activities devised and employed in
the establishment of a new church. These strategies respond to the indigenous needs that
are present in the cultural setting of the new church plant.  
Methodology
This research project consisted of a criterion-based sample of six successful
church plants. The focus of this study was to identify church-planting strategies that
promote a successful church launch. Essential to any approach to church planting is the
realization that when many strategies are implemented, a critical mass is established that
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propels the new church plant towards a successful future. I studied the church-planting
strategies employed by these six churches and discerned if a similar critical mass quotient
was gained by each of them at various stages of their existence. 
The research design began with a general survey population of twenty church
plants. An instrument was designed to target those churches that would best inform
about critical mass. The instrument was distributed to the founding church planters of
these twenty churches (see Appendix C). Once the surveys were completed and
reviewed, twelve church plants were selected as research models for this study of critical
mass. A personal interview was conducted with each of the twelve church planters. Each
interview attempted to elicit insights into how critical mass is established. A focus group
of six pastors who have experienced and can best describe critical mass aided in the
correlation of our major research findings. A list of the interview questions can be found
in Appendix D.
To aid in the selection of church plants that offer greater insight into critical
mass,  certain criteria were established. The churches selected for this study were
required to meet the following criteria: Each must be at least twelve months past the
launch date; each must have developed an intentional strategy that prepared it in
launching the new church; each must be able to share the vision, mission, and growth
analysis of the church; and, each must be geographically located in an urban setting
within the southern portion of the United States. 
Subjects
The subjects of the research were church planters who are in the field (still
involved in the establishment of a new church). They were experienced church planters
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who have moved beyond the launch phase of the church and, therefore, could analyze
the church plant’s rate of growth. Preference was given to church planters who had
observed critical mass growth curves in their church plant and were able to articulate the
criteria that led to the development of critical mass. 
Variables
The primary variable of this study was the employment of strategies that church
planters use to build for critical mass. The intervening variables taken into consideration
alongside the primary variable were the following: (1) age, (2) ministry experience, (3)
gender, (4) marital status, (5) entrepreneurial and leadership strengths, (6) geography,
(7) cultural demographics, (8) size and development of a core group, and (9) time
invested in the church-planting process.    
Instrumentation and Data Collection
Two instruments were used to study critical mass. First, I designed a
questionnaire that supplied background information on the church planters and their new
congregations (see Appendix C). Second, I designed a semi-structured interview
protocol of twelve open-ended questions that was designed to elicit further discoveries
on critical mass (see Appendix D). Interview questions were pretested in order to
improve intentionality and to strengthen the interview format. Feedback from this field
testing was incorporated into the final instrument revision.
Data collection proceeded as follows: (1) Church planters were invited to
complete a questionnaire; (2) Personal interviews were conducted; (3) The interviews
were recorded; (4) Each interview was transcribed; and, (5) The qualitative research
findings were established by triangulating the data from these two instruments. This data
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was used to construct a hypothesis for projecting critical mass for church plants. The
hypothesis was tested on the church plant that I began in the Atlanta area.
Delimitations and Generalizability
The establishment of critical mass is dependent upon many factors. Empirical
scientists and sociologists each view critical mass through differing lenses and thus
survey different components. In Chapter 2 I discuss critical mass as defined by business
experts. I also review elements that build towards critical mass in a spiritual community.
Critical mass is still a largely new subject that was discovered in the early 1940s. The
discoveries of my research were the first of their kind in the pursuit to understand critical
mass in a spiritual community.
I believe that the findings of this study are applicable to many areas of
organizational life. Every leader must be concerned with building critical mass. Small and
large organizations alike seek to establish this chain reaction leading to exponential
growth. Many of the principles evident in church planting are also utilized to revitalize
churches. This study lends insight into the largely unknown dynamics of sociological
critical mass. The findings are generalizable to those spiritual leaders and churches that
seek to employ modern strategies and encounter exponential growth. The discoveries
revealed by this study cross both denominational and theological lines.     
Overview of the Dissertation
One method of fulfilling the Great Commission is the planting of new churches.
As I conclude this opening chapter, the question that I presented at the beginning of this
dissertation, “So what are you going to do?” is worth reconsidering. A faithful response
of the Church would include the revitalization of existing churches coupled with
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initiatives for establishing new communities of faith.
In the following chapter, I investigate the writings and modern strategies that
yield great influence upon the endeavor of church planting. I examine literature and
movements that continue to contribute to the knowledge of church planting, and I study
their biblical and theological implications. The research design is presented in Chapter 3.
Research discoveries are reported in Chapter 4. Related implications and summaries of
the research concerning strategically building critical mass to launch new churches
successfully will be shared in Chapter 5. Chapter 5 also delineates suggestions for further
research.              
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEWING THE LITERATURE
This chapter is presented as an overview of the wealth of literature that can aid in
the discernment of strategies to build critical mass for the launch of effective church
plants. In thinking about the literature devoted to church planting and church growth, I
begin by turning first to the biblical and theological precedents for church planting. As
the second step in reviewing the literature, the work of John Wesley and the Methodists
is recalled and recognized as a model church planting movement. Third, the work done
during the past half century through the church growth movement is examined. Much of
the church growth literature has been devoted to church planting. The works that
concentrate specifically on the planting of new churches is reviewed. From church
growth scholars one can discern many strategies and systems presently employed to
plant churches across the globe. After reviewing five categories of church-planting
strategies, the literature that discusses critical mass, a component that affects the life and
vitality of every new church plant, is reviewed. Though only a small amount of literature
has been devoted to this subject, one can begin to recognize the components needed to
establish a critical mass. A review of the literature will aid church-planting teams in
synergizing strategies for launching effective churches with a critical mass that provides
a reasonable expectation of continued success.
The Biblical Mandate and Example of Planting Churches
The Bible mandates the expansion of the gospel through new churches and gives
exemplary models of how new churches were planted at the onset of Christianity. The
Bible also provides the theological and doctrinal framework for establishing and leading
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a new church plant. 
The Missiological Thrust of the Bible  
The tenor of Scripture describes God as mission oriented. God is the creator and
sustainer of the world and all within it. From the moment of the Fall, God has been
pursuing restoration and reconciliation with humanity. Beyond the fall of Adam and Eve,
through the promise to Abraham and all his seed, and by the rescue of the captives with
Moses, the Old Testament begins and continues on telling the story of God’s interest
and intent for humankind. Mission in its truest sense belongs to God. The Israelites were
a people wrapped in the missionary enterprise of the divine. The major and minor
prophets foretold the redemption that would occur through the saving act of God alone.
The ultimate act of God’s mission was demonstrated with the incarnation. God came
clothed in flesh to redeem humanity. With the saving work of Jesus Christ, eternal
redemption was delivered for those who believe.   
The past centuries, however, have been filled with the notion that mission is
something the Church does because the mission of God has called it to service. The
Church must seek to understand what the mission of God is and then come alongside
God’s mission in active participation. So the Church would do well to remember that
any missionary action originates with God. The move toward mission is always a
response to the divine. Preeminently, God has acted, and the Church is called to
participate in the missio Dei.
The Church has now become a central tool in the mission of God to save
humanity. By planting more churches, the mission advances and the gospel bears fruit
through the salvation of souls and the development of fully devoted followers of Christ.
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The Church primarily exists as a people actively involved in mission. Later in this
chapter, I discuss the greater implications of the Church as a holy nation, a priesthood, a
body, and a family on this missionary journey. This next section seeks to understand the
role the Church plays in God’s mission as the primary instrument of Christ, ordained to
re-present the gospel to the world.   
The New Covenant   
The Old Testament speaks of an “everlasting covenant” that was established by
God with Abraham (Gen. 9:16; 17:7,13,19; 2 Sam. 23:5; 1 Chron. 16:17; Ps. 105:10;
Isa. 24:5; 55:3; 61:8). Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel were the first prophets to foretell of
a “new covenant.” Jeremiah spoke specifically of a new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34
when he states that God would make a new covenant with Israel and Judah that would
be different from the one made with their fathers. In the first century AD, Jesus
instituted the Lord’s Supper while he kept the feast of the Passover with his disciples.
He says of the bread, “This is my body, which is for you” and about the cup, “this cup is
the new covenant in my blood” (1 Cor. 11:24-25). A new and living covenant is
established through the death and resurrection of Jesus so that all who would believe can
experience the forgiveness of sin and be restored to relationship with God in an eternal
covenant. Even the writer of Hebrews would refer to the new covenant as a “better”
covenant (Heb. 7:22; 8:6), and Paul would add that this new covenant would be not of
the law but of the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:6).          
The new covenant is founded in the work of Jesus Christ, and is the basis for the
Church’s ministry and message to the world. Those who are spiritually dead are now
offered abundant and eternal life. Through the new covenant, Jesus’ primary mission
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found in Luke 19:10 is fulfilled. He came to seek and save the lost. Christians take up
this mission as well. God’s purpose for all of his people is to use them to open the eyes
of others and turn them to himself in order that he might save them. I demonstrate in the
coming pages the hallmark of the birth of the New Testament Church was the
announcement of a new covenant offered by Jesus Christ. The proclamation of the new
covenant must also remain the heartbeat for all church planting endeavors. Emphasis on
programs, systems, or staffing needs will always miss the missionary center of God’s will
for each new church plant. Church plants typically devote most of their energies to
reaching the unchurched with the message of the new covenant. The lost can be found
and the dead can be raised because of what Christ has done.  
The Great Commission  
The Great Commission of Jesus Christ is the cornerstone for all Christian mission
and evangelism. This commission to go and make disciples is so important that it is
recorded in various ways in all four Gospels and the book of Acts (Matt. 28:19-20;
Mark 16:15; Luke 24:46-48; John 20:21; Acts 1:8). Jesus gives the Great Commission
in some form at five different times in separate locations. Each time Jesus shares his
commands with the disciples, a specific focus is added. The Great Commission is initially
given on the afternoon of Christ’s resurrection to ten disciples when he states “As the
Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). Then again a week later in the
upper room with eleven disciples present, Jesus tells them, “Go into all the world and
preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15). The third time the Great
Commission is given is at least two weeks later on a mountain in Galilee. The disciples
are no longer in Jerusalem but one hundred miles away. Jesus adds that the disciples are
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to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you”
(Matt. 28:19-20). The fourth giving of the Great Commission can be found in Luke
24:46-48 where Jesus adds that repentance and the forgiveness of sins will be preached
in his name to all nations beginning in Jerusalem. Lastly, Acts 1:8 records that on the
day of Christ’s ascension he shared with them that they would be his witnesses “in
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” To be sure, the
Great Commission of Jesus is strategic. Table 2.1 delineates the giving of the Great
Commission.
Table 2.1. The Great Commission
WHERE      WHEN      TO WHOM         WHAT     KEY
1. John 20:21 The Upper    Resurrection      10 disciples          I am sending      Commission  
Room,        Day             you
Jerusalem
2. Mark 16:15 The Upper    One week      11 disciples       Go to all the      Recipients
Room,        later       world and 
Jerusalem       preach to 
      every person
3. Matthew Mountain      At least      11 disciples       Disciple,      Strategy  
    28:19,20 in Galilee      two weeks       baptize, and 
       later       teach
4. Luke Jerusalem     40th day      11 disciples       Preach repen-     Content         
    24:46-48       tance and the
      forgiveness of
      sins, based on 
      Christ’s resur-
      rection
5. Acts 1:8 Jerusalem,     40th day     11 disciples       Jerusalem to      Geography 
Mount of       the uttermost
Olives       parts of the
      earth
Source: Towns, Church Growth: State of the Art 145.
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Elmer L. Towns has a helpful understanding of God’s strategy for the salvation of the
world:
Most people recognize that the Great Commission commands Christians to
evangelize lost people. Few realize the implied method to carry out this
commission. The Great Commission implies that church planting is the
primary method to evangelize the world. To reach lost people in every
culture of the world, a church must be established in every culture to
communicate the gospel and nurture those who are saved.... All methods of
evangelism have their place: radio evangelism, television evangelism,
medical evangelism, mass evangelism, personal evangelism, educational
evangelism, presence evangelism. But God’s primary method of
evangelizing a new community is by planting a New Testament church
[emphasis mine] to reach the area with the gospel. (Church Growth 143)
Hence, the Church’s mission is to evangelize all nations and all groups of people.
Evangelism is best done by planting indigenous New Testament churches where people
will be saved, baptized, and continually taught how to obey God’s word. Vergil Gerber
concludes that “the ultimate evangelistic goal in the New Testament is twofold: (1) to
make responsible, reproducing Christians, (2) to make responsible, reproducing
congregations” (18).  
Through the challenge of the Great Commission, a countdown to the launch of the
Church begins. With the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, Christianity is launched and
the followers of Jesus witness to the living Christ with boldness as thousands are saved
and the Church expands exponentially (Acts 2:47; 4:4; 5:14; 9:31). 
The evangelistic action initiated in Acts and the biblical accounts reveals much
about the early Church. The Church is not established to be self-existent as is evidenced by
the Great Commission. The clarion call of the Church is to be the mouthpiece of God’s
saving work for the lost. Each time an apostle delivers a sermon in the book of Acts, the
message is the same. The apostle declares that Jesus Christ has risen and salvation is open
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to all who would repent and believe. As the salvation message is poured out, groups of
Christians begin to meet in homes and devote themselves to the teaching of the apostles
and Christian mission (Acts 2:46; 5:42; 20:20). By the eighth chapter of Acts, missionaries
are being sent out to declare the work of Christ in other places so that many may believe
and be saved. From this missionary enterprise, new disciples come to faith, and churches
are planted as the apostles travel from place to place. Wagner has strongly concluded that
church planting is the “New Testament way of extending the gospel” (19).  
The Birth of Christianity and Churches
A thorough reading of the New Testament gives any reader the sense of urgency
that was underway to plant and lead these new churches of Christianity. Talmadge R.
Amberson gives a detailed biblical account of the new churches of the New Testament in
The Birth of Churches. Acts 2-6 describes the supernatural birth of the Jerusalem church.
When the Holy Spirit is poured out on those gathered in the upper room and many
respond in faith to Peter’s sermon, a new church is born in Jerusalem. Through the witness
of the believers and the power of the Holy Spirit, which was present and active, many
believers were added continually, and groups of believers began meeting in homes
throughout the city of Jerusalem. The Jerusalem church appears to be the bedrock
gathering of believers from whence many new believers and missionaries sprang up to
spread the message across the land.  
As the disciples continually witnessed, many localized, individual churches began
to unfold from the movement. After the conversion of Paul, churches began to spring up
in Judea and Samaria and Galilee (Acts 9:31). Believers began to join together in local
fellowships so they could edify and encourage one another. The witness of the risen Christ
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spread far beyond Jerusalem and wherever people experienced the salvation of Christ, a
new gathering of believers was born. Luke records that after the stoning of Stephen,
severe persecution caused the scattering of many Christians. Philip was a deacon in the
Jerusalem church, and he went to Samaria to preach the good news of the new covenant.
The Holy Spirit was powerfully upon Philip, and many people were healed, delivered, and
saved through the mighty miracles performed in Samaria. While Philip was in Samaria, the
Holy Spirit led him to a southern road where he met an Ethiopian eunuch. He led the
Ethiopian to faith and baptized him, thus sending the gospel message through the
Ethiopian into Africa (Acts 8:26-40). Philip communicated the gospel throughout the area
until he made his home in Caesarea.  
Another large gathering of Christians outside of Jerusalem were located in Antioch
(Acts 11:20-21). When the church in Jerusalem heard of the great gathering of believers in
Antioch, they sent Barnabas to aid the church. Barnabas in turn sought Paul’s help, and
they partnered together to lead the church at Antioch for a year and then begin a
missionary journey together.  
When reading the book of Acts, the impression may be received that churches
sprang up spontaneously. Churches began to appear through the witness of the disciples,
with little deliberate planning. Individuals are saved through the message of the new
covenant, and they are incorporated into a group of believers where they worship and
minister together. Paul seems to be the most planned of all the new missionaries, and the
book of Acts records his travels into Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Collosae, Corinth, and
Thessalonika. Some believers traveled as witnessing missionaries to Smyrna, Pergamos,
Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea, and at each of these places new churches
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were planted. With the birth of Christianity, disciples traveled extensively to witness of 
Christ’s saving work. The fruit of their faithfulness showed forth in multitudes of new
Christians and new churches as well.                  
The Planting Principles  
Many church-planting principles can be gleaned from the first century church. The
first principles can be gathered from the descriptions of the Jerusalem church in the first
chapters of the book of Acts. Acts 2:42 reveals that “they devoted themselves to the
apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” The Holy
Spirit worked in their midst through many miraculous signs. They were filled with great
joy and sincerity as they shared their possessions with anyone who had need. They
continually worshiped together and found favor in the hearts of many within the city of
Jerusalem. In Acts 2:47 Luke shares that “the Lord added to their number daily those who
were being saved.” Acts 4:32 describes the Jerusalem church as united in heart and mind.
This church shared their possessions and ministered to one another as anyone had need.
Luke boldly declares that “there were no needy persons among them” (Acts 4:34).   
Many church practitioners have suggested that the hallmarks of the first century
church should be the hallmarks of the twenty-first century church. Such an issue could be
hotly debated, but most would readily agree that the principles at work in the first century
church would aid in the mission of our present day context. The church would be greatly
strengthened through the principles of prayer, conviction, devotion, determination,
generosity, persistence, obedience, boldness, and flexibility. These were evidenced in the
first century church.     
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The Planting Strategies  
Although some spontaneity of ministry existed in the early Church, the disciples
also had deliberate plans of action. Some Christians were intentional and others
unintentional. Some developed deliberate strategies while others had no organized plan of
action.When one reviews the record of the church plants of the New Testament, strategic
elements that can still aid the development of new churches can be found.
  In considering the methodological strategies, the gospel was communicated clearly
through four channels: preaching, witnessing, teaching, and ministering to the physical
needs of the people usually through the community of the koinonia. Often the witnessing
disciples found ways to bring the gospel to their audience through a point of common
ground. For example, in Acts 17:22-34, Paul communicates the gospel in a Corinthian
context by referring to a statue dedicated to an unknown god. He strategically shares with
his listeners the knowledge that they can finally know the one, true God. Paul seems to
have targeted major urban areas in his mission to reach the lost, for example Corinth and
Rome. No strata of society was untouched by the Christian movement as both slaves and
dignitaries responded to the good news (Acts 17:34; 18:8; 19:22; Rom. 16:23; 2 Tim.
4:20). A regular practice for the Church was to contribute to the needs of those less
fortunate (Acts 2:45; 4:35; 6:1). When oppression or persecution arose, the disciples
responded with resolve and determination.     
The churches of the New Testament maintained a dependence upon the work of
the Holy Spirit. They gave God the glory for growing the church (1 Cor. 3:6-12). All the
increase was attributed not to their work or human strength but to the work of God
through human hearts. The early Church also strategically used bi-vocational workers to
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advance the mission (Acts 18:3; 20:34; 1 Cor. 4:12; 1 Thess. 2:9; 2 Thess. 3:8). While
disciples provided at least part of their wages through an outside trade, a door was opened
to the surrounding culture that allowed them to witness further. While the Church was
growing and many were coming to Christ, systematic organization had to be given to the
movement so that it might continue on in its productive and rapid growth. Just as
architects must plan well the superstructure for each building, even though it will never be
seen, so the strategic movements of the disciples set the framework for sharing the
redemptive message of God (1 Cor. 3:9-11; 2 Cor. 6:1; 1 Thess. 3:2; Eph. 2:20-22; 1 Pet.
2:5). A worthy note that could serve to strengthen the twenty-first century Church is the
way the New Testament churches combined spontaneity with strategic planning. As the
believers were daily involved in witnessing and proclaiming the good news, many souls
experienced salvation. The formulation of house churches allowed them to gather for
worship, fellowship, and teaching when no buildings were devoted to such a purpose.      
The Wesleyan Movement
Strategy is not an innovation of the twenty-first century. Throughout the history of
Christendom, many church leaders have used strategic planning to build the Church but
maybe none so well as John Wesley who shaped the revival movement of the eighteenth
century. George G. Hunter, III has done a great deal of work evaluating the thoughts and
actions that guided John Wesley as he led a sweeping movement of the Spirit. In To
Spread the Power, Hunter correctly perceives that Wesley was an organizational and
strategic genius who understood many of the principles for growth that the church growth
movement has come to espouse in the last fifty years. The societies, classes, and bands
that were created by Wesley and his traveling ministers were early Church plants that fell
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like good seeds upon England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, and eventually upon the whole of
the American colonies.
John Wesley describes the way these small groups were formed in “A Plain
Account of the People Called Methodists.” Wesley and his followers would establish small
groups admonishing them to “strengthen one another, talk together as often as you can,
and pray earnestly with and for one another, that you may endure to the end and be saved”
(249). These small groups were gathered according to geographical location, gender,
marital status, and need (252, 258). Wesley asserts that these small groups began to share
possessions one with another. The leaders of these groups also inquired of the morality of
those attending and strengthened the weak while expelling the immoral (252-53). As
Methodism grew, these small groups were continually reformed to endure with the
movement. Wesley states, “We are always open to instruction; willing to be wiser every
day than we were before, and to change whatever we can change for the better” (254).   
John Wesley was a mission strategist. He held two great convictions through
which everything else in ministry was filtered. First, he believed the Bible was the primary
authority for both life and ministry. He considered himself a man of one book. He also
believed that evangelism was the greatest imperative for his world. Evangelism was to be
his business and the business of the preachers who followed him. He would evaluate the
fruits of their evangelistic endeavors based in part on pragmatic reason (Hunter, To
Spread the Power 44). These guidelines guided and evaluated the evangelistic mission:
1.  If an approach or method ought to achieve your apostolic
objectives, but does not, scuttle it—even if you like it;
2. If your employment of a method or approach is effective, use it to
the hilt—even if you do not like it; and,
3. There is no perfect method which, like magic, will do the job for us. 
Rather, Christians evangelize, preceded and empowered by the
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Spirit, through culturally appropriate methods. (44) 
Wesley was so strategic in his evangelistic endeavors that he purposefully “developed or
borrowed approaches that fit his target culture” (44). His ministry goals were founded by
a sense of first century apostolic mission as he and his band of preachers reached two
continents.
Wesley was also strategically balanced in his measurement of the revival
movement’s progress. He measured the momentum of the movement through at least six
lenses:
    Strategic Research
    Strategic Observation
    Strategic Interviews
    Strategic Reporting
    Strategic Placement of Leaders
    Strategic Analysis (Hunter, To Spread the 
       Power 45-47)
Wesley was also well aware that quality and depth of ministry usually resulted in a
quantitative growth of the church. The Wesleyan revival was perpetuated through the
strategic placement of preachers and measurement of their fruit.
Wesley also knew strategic principles that multiplied the effectiveness of these new
bands of churches. He exhorted his people to present the gospel among those who are
most receptive. He set the practice and itinerary of the Methodist movement around the
receptivity and openness of people groups to the gospel. These excerpts from the
“Minutes of Several Conversations between the Reverend Mr. Wesley and Others” shed
light upon this strategic principle that guided Methodist evangelization:
Q. Where would we endeavor to preach the most?
A. 1.  Where there is the greatest number of quiet and willing hearers.
2.  Where there is more fruit. 
Q. Ought we not diligently to observe in what places God is pleased at
any time to pour out his Spirit more abundantly?
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A. We ought; and at that time to send more labourers than usual into
that part of the harvest. (qtd. in Hunter, To Spread the Power 53)
Hunter proposes that another strategic principle that Wesley knew well was the
importance of culture. All Christian ministry must meet a culture on common ground. He
challenged his followers to present the gospel in ways that aligned with the cultural genre
of the people to whom it was being presented. He knew that methods of communication
and need-meeting ministries should always be tailored around the indigenous culture into
which the gospel is being poured (To Spread the Power 53-54). 
Perhaps the greatest strategic element of Wesley’s ministry was his understanding
of the multiplication of units. He believed in gathering people into small groups that would
serve as the incubation pool for their receptivity, growth, and maturity in the faith.
Through small units called societies, classes, and bands, the Methodist movement
multiplied exponentially. He taught his leaders to place people in groups strategically
where they can be awakened to their own need for God. In much the same way as the new
churches of the first century, these small groups became the place where many
conversions occurred. As the groups multiplied, the movement grew stronger (Hunter, To
Spread the Power 55-56). 
The Church Growth Movement
A multitude of writing has chronicled the work and advancements of the
recognized church growth movement. Because this movement has taken so seriously the
utilization of strategy and numerical measurement in evangelizing the lost, much can be
learned from the last fifty years of church growth. Strategic church planting is one by-
product of the movement’s tremendous fruit.
The writing that launched the church growth movement was published in 1955 by
Usry 31
Donald A. McGavran, but the seed of the movement began in his heart nearly twenty years
before. This missionary who has often been called the father of the movement was born to 
missionary parents in India. He also served the mission to India for seventeen years as the
Church struggled to grow. With the help of a dear colleague in ministry named J. W.
Pickett, McGavran began to form an understanding of how faithfulness to strategic
planning and execution of evangelism can aid in the quantitative growth of the church. He
wondered why some churches grew, while others did not. He studied 145 churches, 134
of which were plateaued or declining. The other eleven were growing and most at a rate
of 20 percent or higher. He spent considerable time with the newly converted, asking
questions to understand their experiences. He traveled to seven nations in Africa and then
in 1955 published The Bridges of God, which became his first work describing church
growth. The book was widely read, and McGavran was well pleased with the interest that
developed throughout the world. McGavran, however, saw few changes in the systems
that he sought to impact for the advancements of church growth and thought the interest
was short-lived. His next travels took him to Latin America, the Philippines, Thailand, and
the Caribbean to study churches there. From 1960-1970 McGavran worked to systematize
the concepts and principles of his church growth theory. His findings were published in
Understanding Church Growth, and this became the foundational text for the church
growth movement. McGavran began to partner with many persons throughout the world
who were interested in contributing to the movement. Alan Tippett, C. Peter Wagner,
Arthur Glasser, Ralph Winter, Winfield Arn, Elmer Towns, George G. Hunter, and others
partnered with McGavran to launch a movement that would spread across the world.  
Hunter has extensively studied and aided Donald McGavran’s philosophies of
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church growth. In a lecture given on the campus of Asbury Theological Seminary in
Wilmore, Kentucky, Hunter categorized church growth occurance in four ways, according
to McGavran’s research (“Church Growth”). First, church growth happens internally
when an already existing church improves its quality. Measurable elements such as
spirituality, ability to love, enthusiasm for ministry, and relational cohesiveness improve.
When a church grows internally, the result usually is a spiritual revival birthed in the lives
of nominal Christians who are newly impassioned. Second, the church grows through
expansion. This quantitative growth occurs when the congregation welcomes new people
into its ranks. The most fruitful way of expanding quantitatively is through conversion
growth, which results from target-oriented evangelism. Third, the church grows through
extension. The primary way churches see extension growth is by planting new churches in
populations that existing churches are not reaching. A secondary way to see extension
growth is when churches add new dimensions to their existing mission to reach a different
group within their population. Fourth, the church experiences bridging growth when it
plants new churches in unreached areas by bridging linguistic and cultural barriers. More
than eleven thousand distinct people groups in the world have no Christian church in their
area. The mission to the unchurched is both here and abroad. 
The following is a proposed description by Hunter of the distinctives of the church
growth movement as espoused by McGavran. These principles are the foundation of a
movement that called the Church back to the need for intentional and strategic evangelism
(“Church Growth”).
First, for church growth, the objective of evangelism is to “make disciples,” actual
followers of Jesus Christ, biblically rooted, and incorporated into the body of Christ. The
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motive is faithfulness to God’s mission and commands.
Second, church growth takes statistics and graphs seriously in analyzing the past
record and present situation and in planning for new church growth.
Third, goal setting is an indispensable part of a congregation’s planned approach
to outreach.
Fourth, church growth takes into account the need for cultural relevance and
promotes indigenous ministry efforts that align with the target culture of the population.
Fifth, church growth harnesses the social sciences, especially sociology and
cultural anthropology, to develop strategies for evangelism.
Sixth, church growth is dependent upon practical research that can aid in the
effectiveness of evangelistic efforts.
Seventh, church growth continually tests this research and discovers new
evangelistic methods that will expand the mission.
Eighth, church growth targets those who are receptive to the gospel and through
research has discovered indicators that measure the receptivity of people groups. 
Ninth, church growth stresses saturation church planting as the most effective
way to evangelize the world. 
Finally, God’s will for the Church is growth, and God empowers the outreach and
expansion of the Church. The Church invests in the cause of “fishing for people” (Schaller,
Church Growth Strategies 25-26). 
The church growth movement in recent years has focused strategically in
reclaiming the Church’s apostolic heritage. Two scholars write extensively about this new
apostolic age. Loren B. Mead addresses the apostolic ministry of the church in The Once
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1Note the correlation here with the work of William M. Easum who suggests that this “period-in-
between” the Christendom period and a new apostolic period will need leaders in the Church who will aid
in the birthing process of a new era in the Church. He uses the metaphor of spiritual midwives to describe
the type of spiritual leadership needed. A midwife’s role is to bring the mother to the point of “deliver-
ability.” The midwife nurtures the mother before and during the birth so that she surrenders to the natural
feelings of childbirth, no matter how uncomfortable. By using midwife as the leadership metaphor, Easum
draws the following conclusions about leaders in a new apostolic age:
 Their primary role is creating an environment in which people are encouraged to give birth to the God-
given potential within them. They see within others the untapped potential given by God;
 Spiritual midwives embrace change;
 They live as servants, not professionals;
 They exercise strong physical, spiritual, and psychological presence before and during the birth
process;
 They are observers of humanity who intuit the next development of the future; and,
 They are passionate about the Church and live as team players working to see the Church claim a new
era of apostolic succession. (Easum and Bandy 183-203).
and Future Church. He proposes that the institution of the Church has been losing power
for centuries because it has failed to reinvent itself. By viewing past and present changes in
the Church, he postulates a future to which God is calling the Church. He suggests that a
new paradigm is forming, but it cannot be completely conceived.12He prophetically asks
what must take place in congregations if the Church is to remain a viable institution in the
twenty-first century.
Mead submits that the Church was birthed into an age (the Apostolic paradigm) in
which it could survive only by ministering contextually. The first century Church’s mission
post was the society that surrounded it at every turn. In the fourth century, the church’s
context for ministry changed with the conversion of Constantine and the rise of a so-called
Christian Empire (the Christendom paradigm). The mission field moved in this paradigm,
and the Church neglected to seize the opportunities to remain contextual. Mead proposes
that the Christendom paradigm has been failing for centuries, and a new paradigm is
forming in these postmodern times. He argues that the new paradigm cannot be foreseen
completely, but leaders can respond to the changes in our global society. He encourages
the Church to become what God is calling it to be—a people in apostolic mission for a
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new age (4-9).  
Perceptively, Mead questions the way church ministry has been done for centuries.
The Once and Future Church challenges denominational structures that resist the new
mission frontier by choosing to decline rather than to reinvent. Mead explains that the
church’s mission field has moved from far-off lands to the layperson’s workplace and the
community surrounding the local congregation. He rebukes the Church for its inability to
be contextually creative in ministering to surrounding communities. He shares future
principles and strategies that aid churches seeking to minister effectively in a new apostolic
age (69).
Mead effectively compares the present world situation to that of first century
Christianity. Hunter’s Church for the Unchurched begins where Mead ends by applying
methods and principles to the promotion of an apostolic movement in mission. He lifts up
the ministries of apostolic churches that are succeeding at ministering to the needs of the
postmodern world. He outlines the mission that served as a driving force behind the New
Testament churches and encourages churches across the world to accept the challenge
that faces the church at the turn of this century to “go apostolic” (167).  
Hunter suggests like Mead that the Church no longer has the home-field advantage
that it had during the Christendom period. The following are Hunter’s ten characteristics
for the apostolic churches of the twenty-first century: 
First, apostolic congregations take a redundant approach to rooting believers and
seekers in Scripture;
Second, apostolic congregations are disciplined and earnest in prayer, and they
expect and experience God’s action in response;
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Third, apostolic congregations understand, like, and have compassion for lost,
unchurched, pre-Christian people;
Fourth, apostolic congregations obey the Great Commission—more as a warrant
or privilege than mere duty. Indeed, their main business is to make faith possible for
unreached people; evangelization is not merely one of many more-or-less equally
important ministries of the church;
Fifth, apostolic congregations have a motivationally sufficient vision for what
people, as disciples, can become;
Sixth, apostolic congregations adapt to the language, music, and style of the target
population’s culture;
Seventh, apostolic congregations labor to involve everyone, believers and seekers,
in small groups;
Eighth, apostolic congregations prioritize the involvement of all Christians in lay
ministries for which they are gifted;
Ninth, the members of apostolic congregations receive regular pastoral care. They
are in regular spiritual conversation with someone who is gifted for shepherding ministry;
and,
Finally, apostolic congregations engage in many ministries to unchurched non-
Christian people (Church for the Unchurched 29-32). 
Mead and Hunter are aiding in the church growth movement’s attempt to reclaim
an apostolic mission for the twenty-first century. Strategic planning for targeted
evangelism is still the focus of the movement with a concentration upon producing new
church plants that evangelize the lost and reproduce other life-giving, healthy
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congregations.    
Church Planting Literature
One of the major contributions that the church growth movement has made is a
concentration towards the planting of new churches. Several works and their contributions
are worth noting. One of the most noted supporters of the church-planting movement over
the last three or four decades is Wagner. Wagner discusses how to plant a church in
Church Planting for the Greater Harvest. Wagner presents a broad overview of church
planting to motivate church leaders to give church planting a higher priority on their
personal and institutional agendas. Wagner discusses the ways and means by which
churches are planted. He submits that church planting must begin with a strong emphasis
on prayer. Also critical to the success of a church plant is choosing the right
entrepreneurial leader and developing a strong nucleus of both unchurched and churched
people.  
Malphur’s guidebook Planting Growing Churches for the 21st Century has helped
church planters understand the essential ingredients for successfully planting churches. He
chronicles the failure of many church plants and proposes that their failure usually stems
from modeling the new church plant after what worked in another place. Malphurs
encourages strategic planting that aligns with the indigenous culture. He proposes the
planting of churches around seven principles: (1) vision from God, (2) servant leadership,
(3) mobilized laity, (4) cultural relevance, (5) holistic, authentic worship, (6) evangelism,
and (7) a network of small groups. An outline of the life cycle of church planting is
included.
Logan was once a church planter and now serves as the executive director of an
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Internet coaching site for church leaders called Coachnet. He is a well-respected and
sought-after coach and consultant for church planters. Logan has written three works that
contribute to understanding church planting. His first work Beyond Church Growth was
written while he served as the vice president for new church development with Church
Resource Ministries. In this work he introduces ten principles for church growth and
suggests action steps for implementing each principle. The ten principles closely compare
with the eight qualities of healthy churches as proposed by Christian Schwarz in Natural
Church Development, and now these two men serve together in ministry validating the
qualities of church health. Logan and Steven L. Onge have also written The Church
Planter’s Toolkit. This seminar-type resource guides church planters step-by-step through
the journey of planting a church. Included are checklists, action-planning worksheets, and
lecture tapes. In a similar work Logan has teamed with Thomas T. Clegg to write
Releasing Your Church’s Potential. This writing focuses upon designing and implementing
change in the personal lives of church leaders, their ministry, and the church. Again this
work dovetails with Schwarz’s Natural Church Development, and the resource contains
checklists, action-planning worksheets, lecture tapes, and reflection questions.
Lyle E. Schaller has contributed to church planting literature by writing one of the
most practical and thought-provoking books for church planters. In 44 Questions for
Church Planters, Schaller asks pragmatic questions and offers advice concerning planting
churches. His questions cause planters to think through the details of the new church
plant. Questions range from site selection and development of a core group to the
financing of a new building. Schaller, like Logan, chooses to focus more on the field issues
that are raised when planting a church rather than on the principles and theories that
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ground the church planting movement.
The ultimate goal for any church plant is the reproduction of more life-giving,
healthy congregations. Samuel D. Faircloth is a missionary and missiologist who discusses
this issue in Church Planting for Reproduction. He emphasizes that the primary goal of
Christianity is evangelism, and the best way to evangelize the lost is through planting new
churches. Faircloth proposes that successful church plants are led by wise practitioners
who use logic and strategy to reach the lost of a community. This work is replete with
charts that illustrate his principles and directives.  
Presently, the two largest churches in the United States were both church plants in
the 1970s. Willow Creek Community Church was planted in the Chicago area by Dr.
Gilbert Bilzekian and Bill Hybels while Saddleback Valley Community Church was planted
by Rick Warren in southern California. Hybels and Warren have been influential in church
planting over the last three decades. Warren’s The Purpose Driven Church has become
standard reading for ministers in practically every denomination. The model presented in
this book in many ways belongs uniquely to Saddleback, but Warren presents principles
for church growth that are transferrable to any situation. Throughout the work Warren
supports church planting, and pastors would do well to study the models of Saddleback
and Willow Creek when setting out to plant a church.
Closely related to Saddleback is John Worcestor who has written The Purpose-
Driven Church Planting Basic Training Manual. This manual has been used to train people
who are planting churches associated with Saddleback. It gives practical information on
how to move step-by-step through the life cycle of church planting. From this resource
church planters can learn how to assemble a core group, concentrate on evangelism, gain
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support for the new church, market the church throughout the community, and host
preview services. These pieces of literature are only some seminal works that can aid
church planters. Other aids such as Internet coaching sites, Web sites that host articles,
church planter’s forums, and new church Web sites are discussed in the next section.     
Modern Strategies for Church Planting
The literature serves to educate and lead church planters and their new
congregations. Each year new church-planting materials seeking to stay on the cutting
edge become available. Although principles for church planting remain the same, very little
has been written about strategies that church planters use to target a community for
maximized effectiveness. The last two sections of this chapter focuses upon two areas that
basically remain untouched by the literature—modern strategies and critical mass.
The term “modern strategies” connotes those strategies presently being used in the
field by church planters. Almost as soon as this work is published, this section will become
out of date because of the rapid change society is experiencing. Some strategies will be
deleted due to changes in the culture, and innovative strategies will be added through the
creation of church planters hard at work to reach society. Technological advances have
brought almost instant knowledge about what is happening in the field of church planting.  
I have found three excellent resources for staying current on modern strategies.
First, Internet Web sites created to empower future church planters and church-planting
teams are extremely helpful. At these Web sites one can find detailed theologies for
church-planting, resources such as coaching, church-planter assessments and boot camps,
bibliographies and reviews, ideas, warnings, consultation and coaching, and even
interactive chat rooms that aid in the communication process between church planters.
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Table 2.2 lists some of the best sites for church planting currently on the Internet.
Table 2.2. Internet Sites on Church Planting
Web Site Description
www.newchurches.com Church-plant case studies, information on Nehemiah Project, planting
strategies, marketing, online bookstore for planters, planting links  
www.coachnet.org Web-based coaching, planter and church-growth forums, planting
articles, online classes, book reviews, planting worksheets
www.churchsmart.com Resources for planters, church growth, renewal, leadership
development, coaching,  and church health
www.dcpi.org (Dynamic Church Planting, Inc.) Resources for church planters at
every stage in the life cycle
www.newchurchspecialties.com Planter articles, e-newsletters, assessments, and training
www.plantingministries.org Planter discussion groups, coaching, books, finances, core groups,
articles
www.plantachurch.com (Cluster 2000 Initiative) Assessment, training, coaching, strategic
planning
www.cmtcmultiply.org (Church Multiplication Training Center) Consulting, newsletters, boot
camps
http://vineyardcananda.com Planting tips, book reviews, links, strategies, featured guests
www.crmnet.org (CRM Empowering Leaders) Resources for multiplication and
revitalization
www.crcnd.net (Christian Reformed New Church Development)
www.easum.com Planter forum, articles, books, workbooks, insights for church leaders
www.cggc.org (Church of God General Conference) Planting articles, systems,
descriptions
www.outreach.ca E-newsletter, articles, worksheets, saturation church planting in
Canada 
A second helpful resource are the Web sites of new churches that have been
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planted within the last two years. Often these churches communicate their stories, mission,
and values to their people through these Web pages. The best way to find Web sites for
the churches that have been planted in a community is to contact ministerial teams or
boards that are overseeing new church starts. Some of the Web sites listed above are
hosted by companies who train leaders to plant churches across the nation. They can be
contacted easily and are able to target the newest church plants in any given area.        
The last resource for modern strategies is the most practical and personal resource
of all. It is more helpful than reading books or articles, visiting Internet Web sites, or even
attending new church plants. The best resource one will find for learning modern church-
planting strategies is attending a church-planters’ conference. In 2000 and 2002, the
Beeson Center at Asbury Theological Seminary hosted a conference called Church
Planters Exchange. Attending were church-planting consultants, church planters who had
planted churches years ago, church planters who recently launched new churches, church
planters working with core groups preparing for a launch, and even prospective church
planters who were investigating God’s call upon their lives to plant a church. The
conference centered around open forums for sharing ideas and learning from each other. A
great synergy occurs when church planters share their ideas one with another. The
resulting fruit of the conference was so powerful that plans are being made for another
Church Planters Exchange.
From these multiple resources, one can deduce the modern strategies for church
planting. By using these resources, I have delineated five strategic categories that can aid
the planting team to launch a new church. They are logistical strategies, leadership
strategies, relational strategies, fiscal strategies, and indirect strategies. Next, I describe
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2         2Elmer Towns has generously made over forty of his books available in their entirety on his Web
site. This book covers many aspects of church planting and even gives an eighty four step guide on how to
plant a church.    
the modern strategies that are employed to plant churches throughout North America. The
order and employment of these strategies is not intended to be chronological.      
Logistical Strategies   
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines logistics as “the handling of the details of
an operation” (“Logistics” 702). Virtually every church planter needs to handle certain
details strategically before a church can be planted. The first decisions must be of a
personal nature. Church planters must determine the call of God upon their own lives and
the lives of their families. A wise strategic move would be to take a gift and personality
assessment to make sure the church planter is wired for planting a church.  
The next strategic decision involves how the church will be planted. Towns has
proposed six different models of church planting in Getting a Church Started (57-93).21 
They are (1) the Mother-Daughter church plant, (2) pioneer/entrepreneurial church plant,
(3) Bible study church plant, (4) association/denomination church plant, (5) mission-
oriented church plant, and, (6) church split church planting. 
Malphurs agrees with Towns’ estimate of planting methods; however, Wagner
expounds upon these six to develop twelve methods that could be tailored to possible
church-planting scenarios. The key decision here is one of support and mission.    
Decisions must also be made concerning the location of the new church plant.
Demographic studies can aid in researching what areas remain largely unchurched and
what the target population would be. The church-planting team must decide the name for
the church plant. Naming a church is one of the most strategic decisions that has to be
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3           3I found The Leadership Challenge by Kouzes and Posner to be an excellent resource for
leadership. It is a fairly recent publication that sets the precedent that leadership must challenge the
process, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, model the way, and encourage the heart.
made early and has lasting implications. Entire dissertations have been written concerning
strategies for naming churches. Many church planters are choosing to couple names with
creative logos that will aid in the marketing and recognition quotient of the new church
plant. The last two logistical decisions that must be made concern setting goals for the
church launch. Even at this early stage, church planters are choosing to set the goals of
how people will be reached by the launch date and when that launch date will occur. The
church-planting team must work to achieve these goals as the move toward a church
launch is started.
Leadership Strategies  
Leadership has been defined in numerous ways. I will begin by exploring some
leading opinions and follow up with my personal definition of leadership. James M.
Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner have defined leadership as “the art of mobilizing others to
want to struggle for shared aspirations” (30).32Dwight D. Eisenhower once said, 
“Leadership is the ability to get a person to do what you want him to do, when you want it
done, in a way that you want it done, because he wants to do it” (qtd. in Galloway, “Five
Characteristics” 7). John R. Mott says, “A leader is a man who knows the road, who can
keep ahead, and who can pull others after him” (Galloway, 7). Harry Truman has said, “A
leader is a person who has the ability to get others to do what they don’t want to do, and
like it” (Galloway, 7). For John C. Maxwell, “Leadership is influence, nothing more and
nothing less” (1).
In contrast, I define leadership as the ability to influence and motivate people to
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4          4Virtually every leadership book I have found discusses the difference between management and
leadership. I have found the writings of Bennis to be particularly insightful in comparisons.
accomplish a desired vision of the future. Some sweeping generalizations can be made
about the relationships surrounding a leader. The leader is continually surrounded by the
needs and wants of many people, and the leader’s task is to understand collectively these
needs and wants and channel them into shared aspirations. Leadership implies direction
orientation. It should be morally purposeful and elevating.               
Most writers in the field of leadership contrast management and leadership.43Most
organizations are managed, not led. Management is the process of negotiating contractual
exchanges, while leadership serves to empower. When the rewards, agreements, money,
and security disappear, so does the manager’s ability to perform. The leader will lead with
or without these. Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus suggest that “managers do things right,
but leaders do the right things” (23). Managers maintain order and perform given tasks
with efficiency. As the manager’s main task is to handle things, so the leader’s task is to
take people to places they have never been before. Leaders and managers are needed in
the task of planting a new church. 
Throughout the history of the Church, spiritual leaders have met the challenges to
lead the Church in proclaiming the kingdom faithfully. The best of these leaders risked life,
families, and careers to lead the Church into a new era prophetically. The fact remains, the
Church has continued to be led by two types of leaders—those who were efficient and
those who were not. Some have proposed that the twenty-first century will call forth a
new type of spiritual leader. The global canvas is vastly different. The world is now
secular, postmodern, and post-Christian. With this shift of ideology and environment,
ministry in the twenty-first century must undergo radical changes to address a different
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5          5Chapter 3 of Galloway’s 20/20 Vision is insightful in understanding the dynamics of prayer and
vision in the life of the spiritual leader. 
audience. Much like the culture into which Christianity was born, the twenty-first century
is a time for apostolic ministry. Implications exist for the spiritual leader planting a church
in this postmodern culture. From the outset the church planter must be future oriented,
discontent with the status quo. The church planter must lead smarter, not harder. They
will influence and motivate others to join them in seeing the dream of a new church plant
become a reality. The spiritual leader of the twenty-first century will learn from every
arena possible how to lead the church better. Networking with others for increased
strength and impact will be a requisite for success.
At the beginning, the most important leadership strategy is a clearly articulated
vision from God of what the future holds. Vision is everything for the leader, and without
vision a leader cannot lead. Vision is the bull’s-eye that marks the spot of planned arrival. 
Vision distinguishes those who lead from those who wander in circles aimlessly. Time with
the burning bush is not always easy, but the leader must have God’s vision for the future.
Vision fuels mission, and mission fulfills the dream. Church planters must be visionaries. 
Dale E. Galloway in 20/20 Vision declares that prayer must remain a priority in receiving
God’s vision for the future (60).54Prayer also provides the energy for leaders to keep
working at the vision even when presented with obstacles. Church planters must receive
God’s vision for their future ministry. As leaders begin to plant the vision in others, the
ship is navigated on course for the desired future.   
Faith is vision, and vision is seeing beyond sight. Mission Possible by Ken
Blanchard shares how leaders should live—with one foot in the future and one foot in the
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present.65Church planting is never perfect; it is always messy. Even when things are going
well, something is bobbing and weaving. If planters commit solely to the present, the
future, or the past, vision and credibility is lost. Visionary leaders live with one foot in the
future and the other in the present.  
Recently I have been reading the thoughts and predictions of five futurists. As they
scale their thought towards the year 2025, my mind tracks with them. Even while leading
organizations in the present, leaders must have an eye for future trends that are just
around the corner. While others are asking “what’s now,” church planters must
continually ask “what’s next?” In a society characterized by fluidity and rapid change,
having a vision for the future can mean the difference between riding the wave and getting
buried by it. This vision given from God, even in the early days of planting a church, will
fuel the longevity of the ministry. If church planters bypass this strategic encounter with
God, the plant is doomed because the work will be attempted through human strength
alone.
A second leadership strategy that many church planters are addressing centers on
the core values of the new church plant. Church planters are establishing the core values
that will shape the future ministry of the Church. These core values communicate what is
most important to the character and integrity of the new church plant. They should also
show the distinctiveness and shape of the new church plant. One of the best resources for
aiding church planters to develop core values is Malphur’s work Values-Driven
Leadership. Many church planters are taking these core values and formulating strategic
mission statements, which, in concise form, share the values and goals of the church plant
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in a memorable and recognizable form.  
Still another leadership strategy is deciding what model of ministry the future
church will employ. Bringing clarity to the vision is central to the success of the church in
mission. The vision of the leader will ultimately decide issues dealing with worship, lay
ministry, staff, leadership structure, ministry target group, and membership. These are just
a few of the issues that must guide strategic decisions concerning the model of ministry.
The majority of church plants that successfully pass the two-year mark choose strategic
answers to these matters early. I believe the following propositions are correct answers to
these subjects. These strategical answers characterize the majority of churches being
planted in America. Worship for the church plant is characterized by celebration. The
majority of ministry is placed firmly in the hands of the people. Collaborative, team-based
ministry is the norm. The gospel is communicated through various channels including
narrative stories and multimedia presentations. The church plant targets and reaches
seekers. Membership in the church has a high level of commitment. Planned reproduction
occurs in the first seven years of the church plant because healthy churches produce other
healthy churches.              
Currently, many church planters are investing their resources in people who serve
as staff to aid in the planting of the church. I employed this strategy in the church planted
in Atlanta, and these are the principles I have observed in the churches planting with
teams. The staff members of the new church become a team of church planters who work
double time investing their lives in the task at hand. In the early days of the church plant,
these individuals work as generalists with a passion to get the movement off the ground.
As the church develops, the team members evolve into specialists who can efficiently lead
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specialized areas of ministry. This team-based strategy can be a powerful tool in launching
the new church at a higher level because of the multiplication of energy and strength. Not
all church-planting situations have the necessary funds to plant a church with a paid staff
team. The real strategic issue is determining how and when the leadership base can be
extended beyond one person. The staffed team of church planters may play a significant
role in the continuing development of a new church plant.                
Relational Strategies   
Great spiritual leaders know that visions given by God cannot be accomplished by
one person alone. For any vision to be successful, the lives of people must benefit from it.
Spiritual leadership is always first and foremost relational. God has called church planters
to enter into dynamic, spirit-filled relationships. Jesus was a great leader because he cared
about the daily concerns and struggles of the people around him (Matt. 9:36; 14:14;
15:32; Mark 8:2). He led them by helping them improve life. Following the model of
Jesus, the strategic task of church planters is investing their lives in others.
People development takes time; it is never instantaneous. Successful church
planters develop people skills that aid them in relating to those around them. They must be
persons whom others can emulate by leading model lives as they seek to lead others
towards a preferred future. The church planter must care for people before they can
develop them. When relationships are established, strategic leaders look for opportunities
to build up the people around them. The greatest asset that surrounds any church planter
is people. The relationships they establish will be vital to the success or failure of any
church plant.
Relational strategies revolve around the establishment of a core group. Church
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planters initially gather around them seven to twelve core families that serve as the nucleus
of what is to become a church. This core becomes a pioneering group that meets for
fellowship and training in preparation for what is to come. Church planters must seek to
establish quality leaders from this group. As leaders are established and excitement builds,
expansion begins to take place and people are added. New small groups are formed, and
these small groups become the communal base of the new church plant. The multiplication
of people within small groups accelerates at the pace in which new leaders are developed.
The church planter strategically trains these pioneering groups in preparation for the
church launch.
Multiple strategies are being used to draw a core group together and multiply its
outreach. Logan and Onge share three ways church planters in the field are establishing
core groups: Farming, Networking, and Parenting (23-24). Some church planters choose
to “farm” their core group from the community. By visiting the same homes each month,
church planters develop social contacts that form a selection pool for the core group. This
expanding circle of new contacts is built from the ground up.  
Other church planters are choosing to network for their core group. By planning
and executing informational meetings that share the vision for the new church plant,
contacts are made, and planters follow through by selecting a core group. Those interested
in the church plant are invited to bring their friends, relatives, and associates to the next
informational meeting. Church planters follow up on all contacts who express interest. 
Some planters are hosting these meetings monthly to continue the growth of the core
group as the launch date nears. Core groups during this time can be broken into strategic
task groups, each specializing in a specific act of preparation for the church launch. These
Usry 51
task groups then operate as a specialized team planning for an excellent first impression
for all those who will attend the first public service of worship.
Another strategy for developing a core group is parenting. This strategy is to be
used when a healthy church understands God’s call for them to reproduce another healthy
church. When parenting, the mother congregation should first seek out the pastor of the
new church first. This new church planter can then begin to share vision and draw a core
group out of the existing church.
Prayer must be at the heart of this core group’s existence. Church planters are
using effectual and fervent prayer in very strategic ways. They pray for the mission to
which God has called them. They pray over the needs of the community. They cover the
community with prayer often through strategic prayer walks and public gatherings.        
An important strategy that should not be overlooked during this crucial time is
mentoring. One of the best ways to grow leaders is through mentoring. A vast majority of
churches have not realized the great potential for health and life that mentoring provides.
Church planters must seek to foster environments in which mentoring becomes the norm
as leaders are developed and the potential locked within individuals is unleashed.
Mentoring can be a life-changing process through which people discover God’s divine
plan for their lives. Bobb Biehl states that “mentoring is a lifelong relationship, in which a
mentor helps a protégé reach her or his God-given potential” (19). Church planters should
seek to mentor leaders. Together they can focus intently upon innate strengths as they
learn, develop, and practice ministry. Mentoring reduces the probability of leadership
failures and burnout by empowering other persons to be the best they can be.     
Another relational strategy being employed claims the spiritual gifts God has given to
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every person. The New Testament is clear in its exhortation to allow people to serve in the
areas that align with their spiritual gifts. Romans 12:3-8 declares that no one person has
every spiritual gift. The Church is a body, and each member has their own function and
area of giftedness. Effective church planters refuse to limit lay ministry by not allowing
each person to serve in accordance with their gifts. They allow churches to grow by
putting the spiritual gifts of the community into action (see also 1 Cor. 12). Ordinary
people can accomplish extraordinary things when they use their gifts in the appropriate
places of ministry. When Christians use their gifts productively, satisfaction increases.
Church planters should seek to create a climate of leadership that encourages everyone in
the community to find their area of ministry according to the gifts God has given them.
Church leaders may also encourage people to employ spiritual gifts that would enable
them to minister to their sphere of influence more effectively. As the people of the church
begin to exercise their ministry giftedness, they must be allowed to practice and
experiment in ministry—not just perform tasks or attend meetings.
Evangelism is to be at the heart of the church plant from the beginning. When
discussing relational strategies, nothing should be of greater importance to a church plant
than reaching the lost with the gospel of Jesus Christ. The common evangelistic strategy
used by many church-planting groups is relational evangelism. This method of evangelism
takes advantage of each person’s sphere of influence. Those involved in the church plant
seek to develop relationships with the non-Christians surrounding them. They seek
opportunities to share God’s plan of salvation. Often non-Christians are brought into small
groups and experience the love of Christ for the first time. Relational evangelism is still the
most effective way of planting the gospel message into the lives of others.
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Another strategic relationship builder being used by many church plants is servant
evangelism. This evangelistic movement began through the ministry of Steve Sjogren of
the Vineyard Christian Fellowship in Cincinnati, Ohio. A full explanation of servant
evangelism can be found in Sjogren’s book entitled Conspiracy of Kindness. He defines
servant evangelism as “demonstrating the kindness of God by offering to do some act of
humble service with no strings attached” (17-18). These acts of kindness are small deeds
such as free car washes, handing out soft drinks on a street corner, or wrapping Christmas
gifts at a local department store. The message of love is free, and people often become
receptive to knowing more of the message of Jesus. Church planters are utilizing this
method of evangelism and seeing great fruit through the harvest of souls within their
communities.
Church planters have also learned that community special events are wonderful
ways to increase the social networks of a church plant. The planting team can offer free
events for the community and share about the plans for a new church. Innovation is again
a key element in discerning what type of events could benefit a given community. Church-
planting teams hold Easter egg hunts, community-wide barbecues, computer literacy
workshops, and just about anything else that the planting team can imagine. This strategy
further establishes relationships within the community and should not be overlooked.    
Another modern strategy has been the use of preview services. When the church
planting team is properly prepared, they introduce the community to what the new church
will be like through an excellent “sneak preview” service. These services should be
planned for the months that precede the launch and should be done once a month. These
services should not be confused with the public launch that will target the entire
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community. Preview services help create momentum and prepare the community for what
is coming with the launch of a new church.
Saddleback Valley Community Church leads a Purpose-Driven Church Planting
Conference annually. The tool for these conferences is the Purpose-Driven Church
Planting Basic Training Manual (Worcester). This is an excellent resource for church
planters. They delineate ten benefits that result from strategic preview services:
First, previews are evangelistic events that can have extraordinary results;
Second, previews build a large initial core;
Third, unchurched people feel less pressure as they are not expected to return next
week; 
Fourth, previews enhance the preparation and quality of the public worship
services which are to come; 
Fifth, previews allow you to test your advertising methods, location, and the
service you are designing; 
Sixth, previews build the anticipation of the community as they eagerly await the
“real thing”;
Seventh, previews give the new church a sense of momentum before you officially
start; 
Eighth, previews are new and creative. Newspapers and local news stations will
give them coverage; 
Ninth, visitors will be a little more forgiving of imperfections as they realize you
are a work in progress; and, 
Finally, previews allow the planting team to practice follow-up on visitors and
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build the systems for healthy discipleship.
Saddleback also warns of the common mistakes that sometimes befall preview
services. Sometimes not enough previews are planned because the core is anxious to start. 
Some leaders mistakenly target Christians. Other mistakes include missing the opportunity
to get pertinent information from those who attend or not planning key come-back events
(Worcester 57-59).   
To make sure that the best impression is given on the launch Sunday, many
churches are choosing to employ SWAT teams. This acronym stands for “Special Workers
Available Temporarily” (Worcester 48). This strategy enlists the help of other individuals
from other churches to give ministry aid to the church through the first months of the new
church’s public worship phase. SWAT teams can aid a new church plant by serving
strategic ministry roles that provide the systems necessary for a successful launch. These
SWAT teams will return to their local churches, and the church plant must then replace
them as quickly as possible with new recruits.    
Fiscal Strategies
Church planters must determine what strategies will be undertaken to plan for the
fiscal nature of the church. Some church plants begin by purchasing land that will be used
when the congregation is sufficiently able to afford a structure that can serve as the first
sanctuary. As mentioned before, some church plants are choosing to invest in staff starts
rather than land purchases. The issue of land is important, and every church will have to
make strategic decisions on when, where, and how much to purchase. Essentially all
church plants must procure temporary meeting space, and some even choose to invest in
temporary office space. The location, size, and cost of these spaces also plays a pivotal
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giving, major Sundays throughout the year, special seasons of planned giving, annual budget, major
projects, and enduring gifts. For further reference see also Callahan’s book Giving and Stewardship in an
Effective Church.    
role in the success of the church plant. Church planters should evaluate whether a multiple
site or multiple service option is an efficient strategy for the church launch. Many
successful church plants seek to launch large and move to two services in the successive
years. Some modern strategies have utilized local facilities (such as schools, community
centers, athletic centers, and movie theaters) to launch the church plant. Some church
plants begin daycare and/or preschool programs that serve as an outreach to the
community while drawing substantial financial income for the church base.          
A wealth of extremely helpful literature exists concerning finances. In Developing
a Giving Church, Stan Toler and Elmer Towns set forth a vision for pastors and church
leaders to shape the thinking of the people around biblical principles of stewardship. This
work guides leaders in creating a giving environment, suggests methods for developing
committed stewards, and includes insights and sermon resources from noted church
leaders. Another helpful source is Kennon L. Callahan’s Effective Church Finances.
Callahan posits that the leader can effectively raise funds by encouraging people to see the
proactive mission of the organization. He suggests six pockets of giving that any church
possesses and admonishes church leaders to draw from all the resources available to raise
resources for God’s mission.76Schaller’s 44 Ways to Expand the Financial Base of Your
Congregation is also an excellent strategy resource for underwriting the costs of ministry
for a congregation. The strategies Schaller proposes were tested and proven in scores of
local churches across North America. He shares two reasons people contribute resources
to a local church. The first is the promotion of the giver’s personal spiritual growth. The
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second is the grace-filled discipleship that stems from obedience to God’s commands.
Indirect Strategies
One of the modern developments for church plants is a contextualized and
multifaceted marketing strategy undertaken to attract people from within the surrounding
community to the first public worship service of the new church plant. Practically every
church planter is involved in such a marketing strategy, and this category contains the
components that most church planters think of as the “cutting edge” strategies. Marketing
strategies can gather a crowd to launch a church, but the aforementioned strategic
components must be in place to turn the crowd into a church.       
I will begin reviewing these modern strategies on the same track where most
church planters begin—demographics. The most common way of analyzing an area is
through demographic research. Some demographic information can be accessed for free
through the Internet while full-length profiles on a particular area will carry a fee. The
demographics of a community shape the context for how ministry should be done in that
culture.
Another strategy used to impact a community is advertising through radio,
newspapers, and television. These three sources still are highly efficient and often times
relatively inexpensive. Church planters strive for continual innovation as they use these
media forms. Whether through television commercials, radio spotlights, or even curiosity-
building ads in the local paper, utilizing these resources is strategically savvy when seeking
to impact a community. Advertisements that have the greatest impact are targeted for
unchurched people. When most churches advertise, they place their spots in the religion
section of the paper or on Christian radio stations. The problem with such an approach is
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that unchurched people will not be impacted. Placing ads in a sports section or on a
second page in the local section will likely gain the attention of the unchurched.
Advertising with secular radio stations allows the unchurched target audience to be
reached.    
One of the newest strategies for church plants is an Internet Web site. New
churches can disseminate information to mass numbers of people in the comfort of their
own home at their own leisure. Church plants are building user-friendly Web sites that
introduce leadership, cast vision, share core values, present testimonies, announce events,
give maps, and practically walk people through the life and work of the church plant
underway. An excellent Web site can promote the mission of a church plant well. At one
time in the past, billboards were more frequently used by churches as a touch point with
the community. This strategy has seen significant decline in the last two decades. Now
billboards are seeing a resurgence of use by churches. Churches realize that if they
communicate their Web site address well, the billboard will be a road sign to the wealth of
information that can be discovered when a person logs on to the church plant’s homepage. 
Direct mail is one the most widely used of all the indirect strategies. Church
planters have found that direct mail is one of the best tools for reaching a mass market.
Perhaps the greatest advantage of direct mail is that individuals can read your church
brochures in the comfort of their own home and at their own discretion. Many companies
are available to help church planters send direct mail pieces that make good first
impressions. The best direct mail brochures share the vision of the church plant and invite
the community to special events. Church planters must tailor their direct mail brochures to
the surrounding culture to maximize impact.   
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Church planters are also finding innovative ways to adapt the strategy of direct
mail. A church planter in Florida produced a video and mailed it into the homes of the
surrounding community. The return was advantageous, and his studies showed that
families usually keep these videocassettes. Other church planters have included small gifts
in their direct mail as a token of appreciation and a reminder for the family. Direct mail
appears to be a strategy that returns great dividends.   
Another strategy that many church planters use is telemarketing. Teams are
assembled that strategically call homes within the community and spread the news of the
new church plant. The usual return for this strategy is 1 percent of the calls made. This
form of marketing often calls for many hours of labor-intensive work from the core group. 
Some church planters have discovered that computer-generated calling devices can
minimize the cost and labor. Most church plants that utilize the strategy of telemarketing
advise the computer-generated version. Like direct mail, telemarketing is culturally
sensitive. To adopt this strategy in some cultural regions would be a mistake. An
advantage of both direct mail and telemarketing is the ability to reach families within
planned or gated communities whom the church planting team could otherwise not
influence. Planting teams must exegete their culture to determine whether these strategies
will work.
Church planters have also learned the strategy of multiplying the church’s name
recognition so the community is actively aware of the mission. Some planting teams post
temporary signs throughout the community on weekends so their name will be seen. Some
hand out brochures at community events or local retail stores. One church plant even
made small signs that were given to every new member to post in their yard reading,
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“We’re members of _________ Church!” The more a community can be made aware of
the new church’s mission, the better the chance that a new church plant will succeed in
reaching the masses.           
Establishing Critical Mass
Nuclear scientists were the first to discover critical mass in the late 1940s. When
studying the energy of the atom, they found that a series of rapidly multiplying fissions
culminates in a chain reaction in which nearly all the surrounding fissionable material is
consumed, in the process generating the explosion of what is known as an atomic bomb.
They termed critical mass to be “the minimum amount of a given fissile material necessary
to achieve a self-sustaining chain reaction” (“Critical Mass”). From this scientific
discovery, the study of critical mass has been developed into a working science. A
tremendous number of scientific advancements such as launching space shuttles and
developing explosive devices result from the strategic utilization of critical mass. 
Now people perceive critical mass to be a fact of daily life. Cellular phones and fax
machines sell at a faster rate than any technological device ever because of large number
of people have adopted their use in everyday life, thus attaining critical mass. Politicians
know that winning the majority early will result in a critical mass landslide. Sociologists
have even studied the achievement of critical mass when one jay walker takes off across a
busy street after a multitude of people have been ardently waiting to cross the intersection.
Outside of scientific empiricism, critical mass has appeared to be theoretical in nature and
most studies can only dictate when critical mass was achieved rather than predicting why,
when, and how it will happen. A goal in this research was to study church-planting
strategies in the hopes of being able to predict why, when, and how a critical mass is
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achieved when planting a church. The difficulty of such a research goal is great since very
little has been written outside the arena of science on the subject of critical mass. No
research models exist for being able to predict a sociological critical mass. My hope was
to develop a model by studying the recurring strategies of church planters and reviewing
their analyses of when critical mass occurred. This model was tested through the church
that I planted in the Atlanta area. The model should enable the projection of critical mass
that self-generates sustained growth.  
Outside of scientific empiricism, no one has contributed to the study of critical
mass more than Everett M. Rogers. In Diffusion of Innovations, Rogers explores the
societal process of adoption to innovation. This work has become a seminal study
outlining the dynamics of change that ensue when an innovation is presented. Everett
Rogers masterfully shares his insights from a lifelong quest for understanding how and
why people adopt or deny innovation. As a young boy in Iowa, he observed that some
farmers were quick to adopt the latest innovations while many others were slower or even
resistant to change. He also noticed that adoption did not always equal success, nor did
the refusal to change. This book has aided many whether their innovation concerned
plowshares, gigabytes, languages, healthcare, or yes, even church planting. Rogers takes
an innovative tour around the globe and throughout history with poignant examples of the
diffusion of innovations into society. 
Innovation and Adoption  
Rogers submits that individuals travel through stages of receptiveness when
determining whether they will adopt a new innovation. Some are more entrepreneurial by
nature while others resist new ways. The innovativeness of individuals within a society
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Figure 2.1. Rates of adoption towards innovation.
Source: Rogers 262.
determines how quickly the innovation will be diffused. Figure 2.1 describes the rate of
innovation for each segment of adopters.  
Those with an innovative spirit will adopt first, and they will consist of 2.5 percent
of the target group. These people are characteristically venturesome, interested in new
ideas, able to cope with a high degree of uncertainty, and financially resourceful. A larger
group of early adopters will innovate next at approximately 13.5 percent of the target
group. They are usually well integrated into social systems, change agents, well-respected,
and successful. Within this group are the “opinion leaders” that the innovators will need to
legitimize the innovation and reach critical mass early. Rogers has entitled the next group
to adopt as the early majority. At 34 percent they usually interact well with their peers and
take time to deliberate before deciding to innovate. Opinion leaders will usually not be
found in this group. Because of the sheer size of these adopters, they play an essential role
in the interconnectedness of the system’s interpersonal networks throughout the diffusion
process. The next group to adopt are the late majority at 34 percent. They are
characterized by willingness to adopt once they feel that a majority of others have adopted
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reasons, energy and fuel sources are stored at sub critical masses to prevent the possibility that a chain
and achieved satisfaction with the innovation. This group often lacks resources and thus
fears the innovation will cause too much change. Their fears and uncertainties about the
new idea must be removed before they can adopt the innovation. The last group to adopt
are the laggards at 16 percent. They refer to the past more than any other group in the
spectrum of adoption and tend to be suspicious of innovations and change agents. Before
they can adopt they must be absolutely sure the innovation will not fail.    
Rogers shares that the innovativeness of individuals is marked by a threshold. A
person with a zero threshold for change will innovate quickly, and a person whose
threshold is one hundred will practically never innovate. By understanding the role that
individual thresholds play in the adoption of innovation, one may surmise how critical
mass is achieved. The following example by Mark S. Granovetter is given in “Threshold
Models of Collective Behavior” and explains the relationship between thresholds,
adoption, and the achievement of critical mass:   
Imagine 100 people milling around in a square—a potential riot situation.
Suppose their riot thresholds are distributed as follows: There is one
individual with threshold 0, one with threshold 1, one with threshold 2, and
so on up to the last individual with threshold 99. This is a distribution of
thresholds. The outcome is clear and could be described as a “bandwagon”
or “domino” effect: The person with threshold 0, the “instigator”’ engages
in riot behavior—breaks a window, say. This activates the person with
threshold 1. The activity of these two people then activates the person with
threshold 2, and so on, until all 100 people have joined. (1429)  
The sustained chain reaction just described will result in a critical mass of rioters. Rogers
adds that if the individual with a threshold of 1 is removed and replaced with an individual
with a threshold of 2, the riot would end with just one act of violence and the crowd
would stay in a sub critical mass range.87Therefore, sociologically, critical mass is the
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reaction might occur. Correlated to this point is their use of sub critical mass to achieve super critical
mass. Super critical mass is achieved when two or more sub critical masses are condensed and united
(“Nuclear Weapon”). 
Source: Rogers 314.
Figure 2.2. The effect of critical mass upon an innovative process.
sustained chain reaction that occurs at the point when enough individuals have adopted an
innovation so that the innovation’s further rate of adoption becomes self-sustaining. The
rate of adoption remains relatively slow until a critical mass is achieved and adoption
accelerates exponentially. A threshold is analyzed at the individual level; whereas, critical
mass is analyzed systemically. In the riot example, riotous acts would occur like falling
dominos in the beginning until the adoption rate explodes at critical mass and a riotous
mob is activated. Figure 2.2 denotes an S-shaped curve showing the effect that critical
mass gives to an innovation process.  
After critical mass, adoption to the innovation takes on a life of its own and is self-
sustaining. At this point the momentum of the innovation gives the appearance of a
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formidable movement. Notice that building for critical mass by its nature is strategic and,
therefore, initially builds at a slower rate. When a critical threshold is reached, the growth
increases at greater intensity than the usual rate of diffusion.  
The Role of Communication  
Communication plays a key role in the adoption of innovation. At one time
innovators viewed the process of innovation much like an injection with a hypodermic
needle. The innovation information was injected and the adopter would respond.
Innovators now understand the communication process for adoption to be much more
decentralized than that. Communication is now understood as a two-step flow—the
innovation information is given and people respond sociologically as they follow the lead
of adopters who are the first to innovate.
Rogers proposes that every individual is related by personal and societal
communication networks. These networks serve to interconnect individuals and positively
relate to the individual’s innovativeness. These networks provide a radial communication
source that links individuals in an information exchange. As individuals experience a
majority of their communication network innovating, they are compelled to consider
adoption. The more times an individual is approached about adoption through
communication proximity, the better the chances that the individual will adopt the
innovation. Figure 2.3 shows Rogers’ concept of how the process of communication
influences the diffusion of innovation.
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Figure 2.3. The role of communication in innovation.
Source: Rogers 162.
This innovation decision process shares the stages through which an individual (or
other decision-making unit) must pass. They are first knowledgeably made aware of the
innovation, then form an attitude toward the innovation, then decide to adopt, reject, or
implement the new idea, and finally confirm the decision to adopt or discontinue the
innovation. Communication spreads towards a critical mass of adopters and can result in a
critical mass of discontinuance concerning the innovation.          
A great deal can be learned about the way people adopt to innovation. Individuals
adopt when they perceive benefits that far outweigh the cost of innovating. Furthermore,
those who regularly innovate earlier in the adoption process have lower thresholds and
should be targeted as the first individuals to approach about new innovations. Rogers
submits that “an individual is more likely to adopt an innovation if more of the other
individuals in his or her personal network have adopted previously” (322). One can also
learn from the marketplace strategies that Rogers offers for achieving critical mass:
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First, allowing for interactivity in the innovation process increases benefits for early
and late adopters; 
Second, targeting opinion leaders as influential initial adopters is a smart strategy.
They bring their influence and followers with them;
Third, seizing the ability to shape individuals’ perceptions of the innovation is the
innovator’s goal. By sharing the desirable benefits of the innovation, the potential adopter
comprehends their ability to try the innovation “no-strings attached.” The adopter receives
the opportunity to hear from opinion leaders and review the rate of adoption that has
preceded their deliberation. The adopter may realize that critical mass has already or will
occur soon; and,
Finally, innovators consider providing incentives for early adoption at least until
critical mass is reached (326-27, 354).
Critical Mass through the Lens of the Bible  
Church leaders, church planters, missionaries, and evangelists when asked what
their thoughts are on critical mass will likely say that they neither understand it nor know
how to get it but think it is definitely needed. Understanding critical mass to be a fact of
human nature, the goal of my research was to learn to channel it for the good of God’s
kingdom. This research has already proposed that God can use planning and strategy for
greater fruitfulness. I will now discuss what perceptions can be gleaned from the Bible,
and how critical mass can be utilized in the work of planting churches.      
William A. Beckham has proposed that one can understand a great deal about
Jesus by understanding how he used critical mass. Beckham’s The Second Reformation
suggests that the ultimate of all innovations was God incarnate. Some would accept Jesus,
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the incarnate Son of God, rather quickly, and others would wait on the fringe in
deliberation. Beckham proposes that Jesus relentlessly called individuals to adoption by
offering them life in God’s kingdom. As the number of adopters grew, so did the weight of
a forming critical mass. He parallels Pentecost to the explosion that ignited a self-
sustaining chain reaction that birthed Christianity.  
From the leadership of Jesus and the fruitful work of the New Testament,
Beckham proposes a model for how critical mass is formed in a spiritual community. He
shares the following ten elements as components, which when united over time will
spontaneously form a critical mass.
Effectual and fervent prayer. Jesus taught and modeled comprehensive prayer.
People must pray at every level of the organization for without it the movement towards
critical mass will not be born.
Vision from God. The new vision is born in the heart of God, and perceptions of
reality are altered by understanding God’s vision and mission. Clarity and conviction of the
vision becomes the anchor of the movement.
Leadership development strategy. The leadership strategy of Jesus was
servanthood. The movement placed in the hands of the people will achieve critical mass.
The movement chained in the hands of the professional will not reach critical mass.
Motivation/Commitment to action. Jesus tests the commitment of his followers
from time to time. Their commitment is tested by ownership of the vision. People push
towards a critical mass as they die to self and commit to the vision of God.
Internalized values. The values represent the underlying and deeply held beliefs
that guide behavior and actions. The values of God throughout Scripture are to be
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internalized.
Increasing numbers of people. Increasing numbers allow for a chain reaction.
The change process is moved along by a certain number of people committing to the
change. The faster the rate of adoption and the numbers who adopt, the larger the critical
mass.    
Essential structures established. The primary reproducible structure is the cell
unit that can multiply exponentially for critical mass. Other structures are established and
support the cell.
Commitment to process. Critical mass is achieved one step at a time through a
process. Each stage of growth contains the seeds of the next stage. Innovators, core
leaders, and a support network form the infrastructure of the developing church.
Sufficient time. Time is required to assemble the components and more
importantly to internalize the dynamics. The danger is always present to overestimate the
ability to make spiritual things happen too quickly.
Spiritual power. God supplies this component, and without it critical mass will
not be achieved. The disciples were commanded to wait in the upper room for this
component.
Beckham’s journey to discern critical mass in the Scriptures is gripping. I agree
that these ten components need to be at work for critical mass to occur in a spiritual
community. The issue must be raised whether ten components adequately describe the
supernatural wonders seen at the birth of Christianity in the New Testament. Some readers
would assume that these ten characteristics only describe a critical mass situation from the
back side.   
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My interest in these developments is whether the collective work of Rogers and
Beckham can provide a model for measuring the critical mass of a spiritual movement.
Both would agree that teams must strategically synergize components that when united
result in critical mass. Some of the components of critical mass are synonymous: numerical
adoption, visionary leadership, and intrinsic values. Each author shapes their
understanding of critical mass somewhat differently. Rogers holds that interactive
communication is an essential component for reaching critical mass, a component that
Beckham omits all together. Yet for the purposes of this study in spiritual community,
Beckham brings balance to the components by including elements not mentioned by
Rogers such as prayer and spiritual power.                
Conclusion
This chapter addresses the present literature and field work that aids in
understanding church growth, church-planting methods, church-planting strategies, and
critical mass. This overview broadly reviews each of these areas. My goal is to bring all
the information together into one mental image.        
The goal of planting churches is to reach people for Jesus Christ. The image I
envision places the silhouette of a city inside a beaker, such as one used for scientific
experiments. The beaker represents the environment and mission where God desires his
grace to flow. Inside this community are unseen needs that only the gospel of Christ will
meet.
The church-planting team must determine and employ church-planting strategies
that will bring God’s grace to people not yet reached. The implementation of these
strategies is crucial to developing a healthy community of faith. As in a chemistry
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experiment, some ingredients will mix well and others will bring catastrophe. The church-
planting team must contribute strategies that produce maximum effectiveness toward the
development of a grace-filled new church.    
 Much like the atoms that combine to create molecules, each of the church-planting
strategies contain components that agree or disagree with the context for the new church.
Church-planting teams seek to employ strategies whose components mix well with the
chosen cultural setting. In scientific experiments, when the right strategies are employed in
the right setting, the result is a chemical reaction. Likewise, in developing a spiritual
community, when the right strategies are employed in the right setting, the result is a
supernatural reaction. The supernatural reaction I sought to understand and harness is
critical mass.         
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
Any study that attempts to analyze the sociological dimension of critical mass
will present great challenges to researchers. Because studies about critical mass are
relatively new, one of the most challenging is discovering which components build for
critical mass. The difficulty of establishing the components that develop critical mass is
especially present when considering the unique setting of a church plant.
The purpose of this research study is to identify strategies that can successfully
build and sustain critical mass when launching new churches. This research design will
greatly enhance the viability of church plants that strategically build for critical mass. The
research focused upon the activities of the church-planting team that lead to a public
launch phase. Some of the research was geared to discern the post-launch effects of
critical mass. The goal of the research was to delineate strategic ways planting teams can
achieve critical mass. Church planters should then be able to project critical mass while
planning a church plant and in most instances, reproduce these findings when another
church is being launched.
Four research questions guided this study. The first research question identified
the strategic components that church planters utilize in launching a new church. The
second research question focused on the comparative strategies employed by the church
plants studied. The third research question examined how the strategies used by church
planting teams build for critical mass. The final research question examined the critical
mass quotients of the churches studied in hopes of identifying similarities that aid in
better understanding the development of critical mass in church plants.     
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Research Questions
Four research questions guided this research on critical mass. 
Research Question #1
What components contribute to a successful church launch?
In the last chapter I discussed some modern strategies being employed by church
planters and church-planting teams to launch new churches successfully. This research
probed the strategies employed by several new churches. The study examined how
church planters discover the needs of their surrounding communities. The study noted
the decisions made concerning how the new church met those needs. Church planters
presented the needs and issues that affected them most in establishing a church that
effectively reaches its surrounding community.      
Research Question #2
            Do the church plants studied share common strategies, and, if so, what are
they?
Chapter 2 described many strategies being employed in the field of church
planting. As stated earlier, varying models exist for how churches are planted. This
research question analyzed the decisions made by each church-planting team. These
strategies were compared, and the strategies most beneficial to critical mass were
determined. For example, each church plant I studied engaged in some strategic plan to
market the new church. I studied this comparative factor and noted how the church
plants modified their strategies in an attempt to reach their communities. By noting the
similarity in strategies, one can understand which strategies were most often employed in
establishing new churches. I discovered the importance of tailoring strategies to the felt
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needs of the surrounding community.       
Research Question #3
     How do these factors build to a critical mass?
At the conclusion of the last chapter, I mentioned some factors proposed by
Rogers and Beckham that may build to critical mass. This research hoped to discover the
factors that build for critical mass in launching new churches. Early innovators adopt
because of their felt need and prospective benefit of the new innovation. Church planters
gave insights as to why their early adopters thought it beneficial to join the mission of the
new church. The study learned from the examples of church planters how they shared
their vision with new adopters while seeking to bring new individuals on board. This
research studied how church planters engaged in strategies that enlarged the new
church’s sphere of influence, thereby drawing greater numbers of people towards the
mission of the church plant.     
Research Question #4
Can marked similarities in the critical mass growth curves of each church plant
be identified?
In order to understand the dynamics of critical mass in church planting, one must
witness their growth cycles. Church planters explained the history of the new churches
from their inception to aid in understanding how and at what speed these new churches
grew. Intrinsic to their growth were the strategies studied in the three former research
questions. The elements that play significant roles in the growth development of each
church plant were noted. From the growth curve of the church plants studied, the
research expected to discover marked similarities in when, how, and why they grew. 
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Population and Sample
The churches selected for this study were required to meet the following criteria:
Each must be at least twelve months past the launch date;   
Each must have developed an intentional strategy that prepared them to launch
the new church;
Each must be able to share the vision, mission, and growth analysis of the church;
and, 
Each must be geographically located in an urban setting within the southern
portion of the United States.   
Twenty church planters were selected to respond to a questionnaire based upon
the above criteria (see Appendix C). This questionnaire identified church plants that
would offer learning insights into the establishment of critical mass.  
From the questionnaire responses, I conducted interviews on location with a
select group of church planters that had experienced significant growth in their churches
(see Appendix D). The church planters were asked to share their insights concerning why
growth occurred. Following the interviews, preference was given to those church plants
that have experienced significant growth and the church planters that were able to best
describe the reasons why growth occurred. Those church planters guided the critical
mass research findings that are presented in Chapters 4 and 5. Each gave consent to
allowing the use of their name, the name of the church they planted, and their interview
comments.
Methodology
Foundational to the success of this research was a pool of church planters who
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shared their history and expertise on church planting. A list was made of twenty church
planters who best fit the established criteria for this study. This list was compiled from
two sources: (1) discussions with conference directors of church development and (2)
contacts made through a church-planting conference hosted by the Beeson International
Center for Biblical Preaching and Church Leadership in Orlando, Florida. 
This research was a qualitative study that used a preliminary questionnaire to
probe the strategies and growth curve of twenty churches. Church planters were called
and asked if they might contribute to a church-planting research project. With their
consent, a questionnaire was mailed with a cover letter describing in more detail the
purposes of the study. The church planters were asked to return the questionnaires
within a two-month period.  
The questionnaires were gathered and studied to learn which churches might
offer the greatest insights into critical mass. Church plants were selected and the church
planters will be personally interviewed.              
Variables
The primary variable of this study was the employment of strategies that church
planters use to build for critical mass. The pastors that completed questionnaires readily
identified strategies they embraced in launching their new churches. Within the pool of
church planters, six could readily describe the effect of critical mass as a development
occurring from the strategies they employed. These strategies varied according to the
context of each church plant. 
The following intervening variables were taken into consideration alongside the
primary variable. Age and ministry experience determined a church planter’s
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understanding of when to launch the new church coupled with the importance of building
for critical mass. Gender and marital status vary the research because the vast majority of
church planters are still male, and those planters that are not married are able to devote
greater amounts of time to the church plant. Another variable was the entrepreneurial
and leadership strengths of the church planter. Some innately have a greater ability to sell
innovation and lead others into adoption. Naturally geography and cultural demographics
create variables in the churches studied. Every community and church setting is unique.
Lastly, the size and development of a core group and the time invested in the church-
planting process varied between church plants, thus causing each plant to launch in a
unique fashion.     
Instrumentation
The two instruments used in this study were researcher designed. Both were
pretested by church planters. The questionnaire was pretested for validity with five
church planters outside the pool used for this study. The interview questions were
pretested for validity with two individuals serving as coaches to church planters.   
The questionnaire consists of sixteen questions. The first eight questions describe
the beginning growth and support of each new church plant. Questions nine and ten are
central to understanding the factors that contributed to and/or detracted from the success
of the church plant in those early months of life. These findings were triangulated with
the first eight questions for greater insight into the life of the church plant. Question
eleven is key for understanding why adopters join the mission of a new church. I desired
to understand how, why, and for what benefit adopters choose to join the innovation
early. Questions twelve through fifteen delineated the growth and decline of each church
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numerically. When the questionnaires were returned, graphs were created from these
numbers. These graphs were important in determining which strategies aided growth.
The questionnaire ends with an open-ended query seeking the church planter’s response.
The interview consists of twelve questions. The questions led church planters to
describe their perceptions of the growth of the new church. Questions one through five
were designed to drive deeper into the issues discovered in the questionnaire. Questions
six through eight focused on the needs of the surrounding community that are being met
by the new church. Usually new innovations are adopted early because people find that
the new product meets a need and/or promises a desired benefit. These questions helped
in understanding if and how need-oriented strategies build for critical mass. Questions
nine and ten were used to discover how critical the church planter is to the life of the
church plant. Critical mass, as I have already stated, is a self-sustaining chain reaction.
The congregation is likely to continue in growth only to the extent that it owns the
values that brought growth from the beginning. If the plant owns the values, the
founding church planter can probably be removed, and the church will still experience
growth. This research studied the interplay of owned values and self-sustaining growth
to see their implications concerning critical mass. The last two questions were open
ended asking the church planters to give their insights for church planters who will build
for critical mass as they launch the new churches of the future.      
The interview protocol was the following: (1) Each interview began by asking the
church planter to review the questionnaire and briefly recall the life cycle of the church
plant; (2) Interview questions were read exactly as worded; (3) If the respondent’s
answer to the initial question is not a complete and adequate answer, I probed for
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clarification and elaboration in a non directive way, that is in a way that does not
influence the content of the answers that result; (4) Answers were recorded and
transcribed without interviewer discretion; the answers will reflect the exact answers of
the interviewees; and, (5) I communicated a neutral, non judgmental stance with respect
to the substance of each answer (Fowler and Mangione 33). 
Data Collection and Analysis
The following steps comprised the procedures for collecting data from the
questionnaires and interviews. Every attempt possible was made to ensure that these
steps were followed with each visionary leader interviewed.  
First, the only persons chosen to receive questionnaires were those who met the
four criteria mentioned earlier in this chapter. Second, each participant was contacted by
phone and invited to participate. An informational letter explaining the scope and
purpose of the study was sent with the questionnaire to each church planter. Included in
this letter was a statement that emphasized the necessity of utter honesty and candidness
from each church planter. Third, questionnaire findings were color coded according to
the research questions. Fourth, I selected the church planters for the interview process.
Each was contacted and received a copy of the interview protocol in order to stimulate
their thinking and preparation for the actual interview. Fifth, interviews were conducted
in person, and each interview lasted approximately one hour. Again, the church planters
were reminded of the need for absolute truthfulness during the interview. Each
conversation was recorded and the interviews were transcribed into typewritten material.
Sixth, interview findings were color-coded according to the research questions. The
pertinent material from each interview was collected and analyzed at the conclusion of
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the interviews. Seventh, the six church planters that could best describe the occurrence
and phenomenon of critical mass guided our research findings.     
Data was analyzed according to the color coded sections highlighted in each
interview transcript. I read, analyzed, and reflected upon each research question. 
Inevitably, comparisons and contrasts emerged from the pastor’s responses. My research
and reflection team reviewed the six interview transcripts that best demonstrated critical
mass and the team aided me with their support, encouragement, and evaluative feedback.
As the research data was processed, a hypothesis was developed that we used in
projecting critical mass growth for the church plant in Atlanta.          
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This chapter addresses the questionnaire and interview findings on critical mass
as they were presented by church planters. I begin by giving a brief profile of the six
churches and their founding pastors who were best able to describe critical mass during
the interviews. As a second step, I answer the four research questions as they were
addressed through the interview process. After exploring the factors that have aided in
developing critical mass, the chapter moves to considering unexpected findings that
resulted from the interviews. I analyze the five barriers that were most often mentioned
by the planters. In conclusion this chapter gives a summary of the factors that my
research discovered affect critical mass.
Profiling the Church Planters
My research began by sending questionnaires to twenty church planters
throughout the southern portion of the United States. Twelve churches and their
founding pastors were chosen as interview guides to aid in this study on critical mass.
Over the course of one year, from July 2002 through August 2003, I interviewed each of
the twelve individuals in face-to-face meetings at their church-plant site. Of those twelve,
six of the church planters interviewed had seen significant growth at multiple stages in
the life cycle of their church plant and could readily describe what they believed to be the
factors that contributed to critical mass. In listing the factors most often mentioned in
achieving critical mass, my goal was to allow these six church planters to recount their
experiences and give their insights. Below are the descriptions of the six church planters
whose insights are used throughout this chapter and the churches they began.
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Tommy Gray, Clear Branch—A New United Methodist Church
Tommy Gray moved to Trussville, Alabama, in June 1996 after being appointed
to plant a contemporary United Methodist Church. Sixteen acres of land had been
purchased before his arrival, and within the first month he drew together a core group of
twenty five people who would help him plant the church. The new church publicly
launched on Palm Sunday of 1997 with 203 people in attendance. Over the course of the
next two years, the church grew to more than five hundred in weekly attendance. During
my interview with Tommy, the church was involved in a major campus addition that
included a new 1,500 seat auditorium. They were serving their community with three
weekend worship services and averaging approximately 1,800 people.  
Adam Hamilton, Church of the Resurrection
Leawood, Kansas, is located on the border of Kansas and Missouri and was the
place where Adam Hamilton received Jesus Christ into his life. Several years after his
conversion, he began to dream of launching a congregation in that area. He finally
received an invitation to start a church and was appointed in June 1990. After being
appointed, he spent the first two months focusing on the vision of the church and
recruiting a core group of twenty people. The church was publicly launched in a funeral
home in October 1990 with 210 people in its first service. By their second birthday, the
church had relocated to an elementary school and again to a racquetball center. In 1994,
the church built its first building and began to flourish with growth. By the end of 1994,
the church had grown to average more than one thousand people in its five weekend
worship services. Church of the Resurrection is now fourteen years old and has become
one of the fastest growing congregations in the United Methodist Church with more than
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seven thousand people in average weekend worship attendance.
Jeff Spiller, Christ United Methodist Church
In June 1979, Jeff Spiller was a young, aspiring pastor called of God to plant a
church directly after completing seminary. Thirteen families from eight congregations
across the Mobile, Alabama, area had met together and agreed to commit two years of
their lives to plant a new church. The church launched publicly in October with
approximately 150 people in attendance, most of which had come from door-to-door
visitation throughout the Mobile area. The church is now twenty five years old and
continues to be a strong and growing congregation with its founding pastor leading the
way. The last few years have brought continued expansion, and during my visit, Christ
United Methodist had opened a bookstore and coffee shop on the corner of a major
thoroughfare and was expanding its physical campus with a host of new buildings. The
congregation now averages three thousand in weekend attendance.        
Ken Werlein, Faithbridge United Methodist Church
Ken Werlein is a native of Houston, Texas, the place where God called him to
plant a church. In 1998, while visiting Korea during a year of doctoral study with the
Beeson Pastor Program of Asbury Theological Seminary, Ken felt called of God to
return to Houston to plant a church in the Northwest area of the city. He was appointed
to plant the church in June 1998 and immediately began to gather a core team of people
to aid in the launch and hosted “Come and See” gatherings where he cast the vision for
the new church. On Palm Sunday 1999, Faithbridge began with 404 people in its first
worship service. The church began in a school and has continued to relocate to larger
school auditoriums to accommodate growth. At the time of my interview with Ken,
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Faithbridge had just celebrated its fourth birthday and had recently purchased seventy-
four acres of land. The young congregation continues to grow and averages 1,200
people in weekend worship services.   
Craig White, Fellowship of the Metroplex
Fellowship of the Metroplex is located in Dallas, Texas, and began in 1996 with a
public launch of 199 people. At the time of my interview with Craig, the church was in
its sixth year and averaged 1,500 in four weekend worship services. Shortly into my
interview, I realized that Craig White is not a typical church planter. Fellowship of the
Metroplex is his fifth church plant. Years ago, while this entrepreneur was running
several business start-ups, God called him to begin praying about entering the ministry.
Having already established several successful businesses, he realized that many of the
strategies used for planting churches are parallel to those when launching a business
venture. So without seminary training, he embarked upon planting a new church. He has
planted three churches in Colorado, a church in Houston, and Fellowship of the
Metroplex in Dallas. Knowledgeable of his own gifts and abilities, Craig’s practice has
been to launch the church and grow it to about five hundred people in the first three
years. At around the three or four year mark, he has sought to hand the baton of
leadership to another pastor whose gifts of administration and leadership will continue
the growth of the church. He believes that his entrepreneurial and evangelistic gifts are
best used in starting new works. Craig most recently has started a new ministry called
the Metro-Center for Church Planting where he now serves as a coach to other church
planters throughout the nation.
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Ed Young, Fellowship Church
In 1989, the First Baptist Church of Irving, Texas, decided to begin a new church
plant with one hundred people from their congregation. The new church would be
named Las Colinas Baptist Church and would be located on the north side of Dallas. Ed
Young was presently serving on the staff of Second Baptist in Houston, Texas, and had
been praying about planting a church. The new church that was about to begin called him
to become their senior pastor. Shortly after moving to the Dallas area to lead the church
plant, the decision was made to change the name of the church to Fellowship of Las
Colinas. They began in a storefront and over the first few years had to move several
times due to their growth. They moved from the storefront to a movie theater, to an art
center, to a high school, and then finally to their own property. The church purchased
162 acres and had steadily grown without seeing any major setbacks. Over the course of
the last fourteen years, Ed Young has become a national church figure and Fellowship
Church is renowned for its innovation and leadership. The church now averages sixteen
thousand people in five weekend worship services. Before my arrival and interview, Ed
met with Preston Mitchell (executive pastor) and Tracy Barnes (assimilation pastor) to
summarize the questionnaire and interview questions. Because of the size of the church
and the demand on Ed Young’s schedule, I interviewed Tracy Barnes to recount the
growth and life cycle of the church.   
Research Question #1
What components contribute to a successful church launch?
Each of these six church-plant pastors had experienced viable growth in the first
two years of their church and could easily list several components they believe were
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critical to its success. The most obvious and often listed component needed for success
was the multiplication of people. When each pastor began to speak of the growth of the
church, their first explanations began with descriptions about how people came. As
conversation continued, the pastors began to describe needful elements they believed
were necessary to ensure the success of a church plant.  
A secondary component they would describe is a call from God to begin the
work. Several of the pastors noted that they would never attempt to begin such an
endeavor without experiencing a clarion call from God. Another component listed with
regularity was a God-given vision. Many of the pastors stated that without a clear-cut
vision of what the church would look like, they would have never been able to enlist
people to give their support. The depth and clarity of vision differed according to each
pastor, but every pastor had spent time listening from God to discern a directional vision
for the church.
Each of the six pastors had used the launch method of planting that I described in
Chapter 2. During the interviews I asked the plant pastors about the necessity of a
church launch to ensure success. The pastors did not think they needed to list launching
as a component; however, each did believe that the launch method was a contributing
factor that helped them reach people more effectively. 
Every pastor listed the development of a Core Team as a critical component in
the success of their church. This team served as the seed of the church plant. These initial
adopters of the vision were to become the first evangelists that would bring others to
commit the vision of the church plant. Each pastor spoke of an initial team of people
who helped them spread the word and develop the first ministries of the church.       
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Research Question #2
Do the church plants studied share common strategies, and, if so, what are 
they?
I mentioned several modern strategies in Chapter 2 for church planting. During
my interviews I discovered each planter employed and regularly dialogued with other
church planters about the employment of these strategies. I address this research
question by noting the shared logistical, leadership, relational, fiscal, and indirect
strategies of the churches studied.  
Logistical Strategies
Upon receiving a call from God to plant a church, each pastor sought to discern
the location for where the church should be birthed. Each of the pastors had chosen
densely populated areas where many people could be reached. Some were unfamiliar
with their new surroundings, while others felt a call to begin the church in a setting they
knew very well.  
Each of the pastors had also decided upon a particular method of beginning the
church. As mentioned earlier, every pastor interviewed used the launch method. A
central theme when employing this method was the development of a timeline and the
setting of goals that would allow the church to proceed towards a launch. Some of the
churches launched within months of the planters arrival while others developed the core
team for almost a year before feeling that the church was ready to go public.  
Every pastor also worked diligently to decide upon a name for the church and a
logo that would visually connect people with the vision. Some of the pastors took this
decision upon themselves while others developed the ideas for naming the church from
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within their core team. Some of the names and logos where connected with the vision for
the church while others where connected with the geographical region of the new church
plant. Each pastor could articulate the reasons they chose the name of the church and
how their decision was made.
Leadership Strategies
Each pastor had spent time crafting a vision from God before they sought to
begin reaching people. The length, depth, and clarity of vision varied from planter to
planter. Some had experienced spiritual moments where they felt God had outlined what
the church was supposed to do and become. Still others had spent months and even
years dreaming of the church they felt called to begin. All six of the pastors I interviewed
had written out some form of a vision statement of what the church would become so
that the vision could be clearly articulated.    
Several of the church plant pastors had coupled the vision of the church with
mission statements. An example that outlines with brevity the overall vision is Fellowship
Church’s mission statement, “Reach Up, Reach In, Reach Out.” These mission
statements became the shortest memorable identity of the overall vision.  
Still another leadership strategy that pastors shared was a decision on how the
church would be staffed and what ministry needs were most critical. Each of the planters
that witnessed exponential numerical growth had developed a plan for staffing the
church. Some of the planters employed staff members to oversee the church even before
its launch. Every church that grew rapidly hired staff ministry aids to oversee the initial
growth of the church. Each pastor listed mistakes that were made and staffing hires they
would do differently; however, they all listed the decision to hire additional staff as a
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reason for their church’s continued growth.
Relational Strategies
Every planter that saw exponential numeric growth could recount their plan for
enlisting prayer support for the new church. Each pastor had a unique affinity for prayer
and saw intercessory prayer as a need for the church even before its birth. Several asked
former churches they had served in ministry to support the new church through regular
prayer. Each pastor developed a network of prayer supporters and kept them aware of
the successes and needs of the church during its formative years.
Each pastor I interviewed had also chosen a path for being mentored and would
attribute part of the churches success to their learning from others. Some of the church-
plant pastors chose a coach to guide them through the mountains and valleys of
launching a new church. They communicated regularly with this person for advice and
counsel. Still others found a network of other church planters to learn from and seek
wisdom. Each church planter that had experienced numerical success had developed
some form of a mentoring relationship to aid them in their leadership.  
Every pastor also developed a core team of people to serve as the seed for the
new church. They cast the vision for the new church to these people and charged them
with initial leadership roles in guiding the church. This team of people varied in number
from church to church, but each pastor recounted the initial people they asked to adopt
the vision. The planters had strong affections of love and loyalty to those who were the
initial investors of the new church plant.
Fiscal Strategies
Each pastor had a unique plan to underwrite the initial cost of the new church
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plant. Those supported from a denomination often had some form or salary and initial
start-up money. Several were being sent to plant from another church. They also had
funds to underwrite a salary for a set period of time, but often had far less to work with
in start-up funds. Still other planters had neither a denomination or a mother-church from
which to draw fiscal resources. The challenge is far greater for these planters as they
must seek to underwrite the costs of the church plant while simultaneously incorporating
new people into the ministry of the church. Every pastor listed the need for funds as a
critical aspect of launching a new church plant. My research did not discover that one
type of support was more beneficial than another. Each pastor seemed thankful for the
support they received no matter the form by which it came. Craig White, for example,
has planted multiple churches and had different methods of fiscal support each time. He
believes church planters must be able to enlist the financial support they need before ever
beginning the church. Others who were supported by a denomination or church worked
with the resources they were allotted and felt sufficiently able to begin the church
without any additional need to raise funds.  
Indirect Strategies
Through my research I discovered that successful church planters are masters at
marketing. Each church had a plan to tell the story of what God was doing in their midst,
but approaches to marketing varied from church to church. The only constant was that
every church had developed an Internet presence that sought to tell the story of the
church. The Web presence of the churches were attractive and informative. They were
easy to navigate and updated regularly. Each planter spoke of how their Internet
presence had improved with the growth of the church and of their commitment to invest
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resources in reaching out through the global Internet.
Many of the churches adopted different techniques for how they chose to market
in their community. Some churches chose to employ telemarketing while others chose a
direct mail approach. Some used radio advertisements and others television. Some of the
planters were event driven and put resources into the hands of their people to invite
guests. Other planters marketed the church through programs the church offered as a
need-meeting ministry for the community. Some of the planters had chosen one
marketing plan and did not deviate because it had brought them success in the past.
Several church planters had a multifaceted approach. They employed different methods
of marketing the church according to the seasons of the year, the events they were
promoting, or even the demographic they were seeking to reach.  
Through my interviews I learned that each church planter viewed marketing as a
necessity for a thriving church. Some church plants employ marketing techniques to
spread the word that the church is beginning, then abandon marketing once the church is
launched. Such was not the case in every successful launch I studied. These churches
began by employing marketing and even adapted their uses of marketing tools
throughout the early years of the church. Each church planter viewed marketing as an
integral and necessary part of how they reach out to their surrounding communities.
They had experienced fruit from marketing investments and did not envision abandoning
such endeavors.    
Research Question #3
How do these factors build to a critical mass?
Each of the pastors that completed a questionnaire selected the factors they 
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Table 4.1. Strategic Factors in Developing Critical Mass
perceived to serve as aids in developing critical mass. Table 4.1 illustrates the number of
times each factor was listed by church planters in the questionnaire and its percentage of
overall respondents. It also includes the number of times each factor was listed by the six
pastors that were best able to describe critical mass and its percentage.
Strategic Factors n Mentioned     %      n Mentioned      %
      in 20     by focus group
            questionnaires              of 6
Prayer        15             75  5                 83
Clarity of vision        13        65  5  83
Establishment of core group        13             65  4  66
Location/meeting space        12             60  3  50
Marketing        11             55  5  83
Start-up funds         8             40  1  16
Multiplication of leaders         5             25  2  33
Conversions         5             25  2      33
Family Support         5             25  1  16
Community outreach w/follow-up         4             20  2  33
Supernatural event         4             20  0   0
Mentor         2             10  1  16
Name/logo recognition         2             10  0   0
Conferencing w/other leaders         1              5  0   0
Demographic Studies         1            5  0   0
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When verifying each factor with at least a 30 percent response rate, five strategic
factors are discerned as those most often mentioned by pastors as contributors to the
development of critical mass.
Prayer   
The most often-identified strategic factor was prayer. Two out of three of my
overall respondents listed it as a necessary component in the development of critical
mass. Ken Werlein listed it as the most important ingredient that has led to the growth of
Faithbridge stating, “Prayer is first and foremost, but panic gets a lot of credit too; I’ve
never been put in a position where I had so little resources, and that drove me to prayer.”
Many rapidly growing churches face the challenge of ministering with little resources.
The church-plant pastors shared that prayer is a strategic way they discern how to
operate in ministry when resources are confining.  
Tommy Gray linked prayer with the overall perception of spiritual vitality in the
life of the church. When responding on the issue of prayer, he stated that his church did
not begin with great growth and actually was not even focused on growth, but prayer led
them to it: 
I believe that prayer and spirituality is the key component. Those first
three months of Bible Study, prayer and really seeking God’s vision for
the church was critical. We were just trying to establish that we were into
prayer and study, and those things were critical to establishing our
direction. I think the prayer life, the spiritual life of the pastor and the
congregation is very important.
Jeff Spiller agreed with the understanding that prayer provides the direction for ministry
and further stated that it declares an ultimate dependence on God to grow the church:
I think prayer was certainly our way of declaring that nothing was going
to happen without God. We weren’t going to in any way make this
church grow and make it successful. And prayer always indicates even it
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its very essence a dependence upon God and upon Christ, and we
certainly felt and still feel that way.
Clarity of Vision  
The need for clarified vision was the second greatest factor mentioned in
developing critical mass. Prayer and vision finished in a virtual tie with each other as
both were listed with regularity by a majority of respondents. Adam Hamilton’s church
has seen tremendous growth, and he attributes the draw of his church to vision. The
vision of Church of the Resurrection is “to build a Christian community where
nonreligious and nominally religious people are becoming deeply committed Christians”:  
Our vision hasn’t always been articulated that clearly from the very
beginning, but it has always been deeply rooted in the transformation of
individual lives. We desired to reach people, specifically deep thinking
people, who did not think they needed Christ. And everything we do at
the church revolves around that vision. We have a clear sense of, “This is
where God is calling us and this is what we are about.” And I think that
vision is what draws people to Church of the Resurrection. 
In a similar way, Tracy Barnes added that a singular vision is what allowed
Fellowship Church to grow so fast. People are surprised that such a large church can
possess such clarity of vision:    
Without a doubt, Fellowship Church would not be where it is today apart
from its senior pastor and his visionary leadership. From our perspective,
any church that is going to reach a large amount of people must have
strong, capable leaders who know who they are, know what they about,
and they do it. Around here we are constantly reminding our people of
the vision, “Reach Up Reach Out Reach In.” “Reach Up” expresses our
worship and love of God. “Reach Out” is evangelism and communicating
the life-changing message of Jesus Christ. And “Reach In” is discipleship
and becoming lifelong followers of Christ. It’s all geared around those
three simple phrases. In fact, about two years ago we had a consulting
firm come in and interview all our staff. One of the questions they asked
was, “What is your vision?” When they came back, they were utterly
amazed that the vast majority of our staff knew the exact vision. They
could say it. They quoted it. “Reach Up Reach Out Reach In!” Their
response was, “In our experience, this is highly unusual.” But there is a
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reason for that. It’s drummed into them. People know why we do what
we do.  
Establishment of a Core Group   
Enlisting and organizing the first wave of people for a church plant was the third
most often-mentioned factor for developing critical mass. Of the respondents, 65 percent
listed the establishment of a core group as foundational for expansion and growth. Ken
Werlein believes that a core group of people greatly define the components of what the
church will become:  
Establishing our core group was critical. I had enough of a leadership gift
to ascertain that the beginning group of people were [sic] going to affect
the whole DNA of this thing. So I wanted to be careful about those
people and bringing them into the core of the church that was to be.  
Knowing the importance of securing a group of people to adopt early, several
pastors pointed to the need for that group to share the vision, values, and passion of the
church planter. Tommy Gray correlated the quality of those first adopters with the
church’s ability to reach a critical mass growth curve in Clear Branch’s first year of life: 
We just had some great people come on board who committed to the
vision. We were able to establish that group, get the vision rolling, and
then help them find their place in accomplishing the work of the church.
We were able to get those people to see that they could actually be
impassioned about inviting their friends to church. I think getting that
core group is critical. Getting some people who will say, “Yeah, I’m
really sold out for this vision. I’m willing to go for it at all costs!”
This need to establish an initial group of adopters was repeated often by many church
planters. Even the oldest of the church plants that I interviewed echoed sentiments of the
importance of this strategic factor. Christ United Methodist Church is twenty five years
of age, but Jeff Spiller vividly recalls how important establishment of a core group was
to the success of the church stating, “Establishment of a core group was absolutely—I
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couldn’t overstate how important that was for us in just the quality of people who came
together and the quality of their commitment to the vision.” Many church-plant pastors
related that initial group of adopters as key to the establishment of vision. For Fellowship
Church, those initial adopters did more than just embody the vision. They advanced the
growth of the church in many ways:
It is extremely important for that core group to surround the leader. That
team becomes the base of people that are absolutely committed to the
mission, philosophy, and vision of the church. But even more than
that—those people become your servant and volunteer base. They will be
doing an incredible amount of work. They become your financial base as
well. You’ve got to have that established or you’re never going to get
anywhere.   
Location/Meeting Space   
More than half the respondents cited finding a place for the church to meet as a
key factor for promoting and developing growth in the early days of the church. It
became overwhelmingly clear throughout my research that securing a location and
meeting space could serve as both a strategic factor in building critical mass or a
crushing barrier that hindered the self-sustaining motion of a growing church. In recalling
how meeting space aided in growing Faithbridge, Ken Werlein asserted that he knew that
their initial space would define his church to his community:
Securing a meeting space was critical for us. In our case it was a school
that was just right at the epicenter of this whole northwest portion of
Houston. The whole area and even the intersection is kind of the
epicenter of activity in this region. And I knew that getting the school was
just going to be critical. It has a lot of glass. It has a lot of light. It is a
happy place. I looked at a bunch of dumps, and I just knew that if we
started in an old rundown day care center that just smelled bad and had
bad lighting, I just knew that space was going to affect the whole tone of
everything.  
The growth of Faithbridge would not allow them to stay in that original school, but the
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church has been blessed with the ability to move to other, larger schools directly adjacent
to that original school with larger auditoriums to accommodate the growth.   
A similar situation occurred with Fellowship Church. They were able to transition
to adjacent sites as the church grew because a series of buildings were located directly
next to each other that allowed larger seating capacities. Fellowship Church kept moving
literally across the street each time they outgrew a space, and the close proximity aided
their swelling growth. Fellowship Church was able to move from a first facility that
seated 150 to facilities that seated three hundred, eight hundred, and one thousand,
literally across the road from each other. Utilizing multiple worship services in each
facility, they would seek to acquire the use of the next facility when they were reaching
maximum seating capacity:
  There has never been a time where our growth just completely stopped
until this very time when we have reached 16,000. In the early days the
growth was dramatic and just continued as we moved from space to
space. Everything was all right there. Other than the initial storefront,
which we were not in for very long at all, our moves never involved that
much of a change. It really just involved, “Okay, I’m going to park here
as opposed to here to walk to this building, but I’m driving to the exact
same location.”
Craig White adds that he challenges church planters to think through the
implications of their meeting space because it sets cultural environment, and to some
extent, a level of enthusiasm:  
I’m a big advocate for meeting in schools because it is neutral ground. A
lot of people can feel, unchurched people can feel comfortable going to a
school. They know that space. They take their kids there all the time. I
know not everyone can get a school so you’ve got to work with the best
that you’ve got. In my ministry, there have been times when we met in an
elementary school and could have stayed there space wise, but I would
cast the vision to move. I’ve learned throughout my plants that at certain
times a church just needs a shot in the arm, and a different meeting space
can provide that. 
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By their responses, many church planters view acquiring space as a necessary strategic
factor that aids in developing critical mass.  
Marketing   
In each of the previously listed strategic factors, a parallel existed in the
percentage between questionnaire respondents and interview respondents. Not so when
considering the strategic factor of marketing to develop critical mass. Though more than
half the questionnaire respondents listed marketing as a fundamental factor that led to
growth in their church, the percentage within the focus group of six pastors who
experienced the largest amount of growth was much higher. Five of the six pastors that
were identified as those who experienced the greatest growth listed marketing as an
integral ingredient in developing critical mass.        
As suggested earlier in Chapter 2, marketing can take many different forms
depending on the situation of each church plant and its unique vision for ministry. At
Clear Branch, Tommy Gray began by marketing his church exclusively with direct mail.
As more churches and businesses moved into the area, he realized that his marketing
strategy must change. Tommy stated, “I believe marketing and advertising has been one
of our greatest strengths. We’ve been committed to that. We’ve put the money into it.
Our marketing has always been effective. But we’ve had to transition.” When recalling
how that transition has taken shape, Tommy lists a myriad of marketing strategies that
are now used interactively. They have continued with direct mail, but have added
marketing with radio and television advertisements, billboards, and Web sites.  
Likewise, Fellowship Church would agree as they identify marketing as one of
the top reasons their church has grown so fast:
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If people don’t know you exist, what good is it? We do a lot of things to
market Fellowship Church. When you drove up to our building today,
you noticed that it says, “FellowshipChurch.com.” That was done on
purpose. That was a marketing tool. First, we wanted to draw people to
our Web site. We live in an Internet-driven culture. But secondly, that
became a marketing windfall for us across the United States. We had
newspaper after newspaper wanting to know more about that “dotcom
church.” That created some angst among some. But it was hilarious to us
because we realize that a lot of people just don’t get it. We live in a
culture where you’ve got to market yourself. If people don’t know who
you are and don’t know what’s going on, what’s the point? Jesus was
really good at marketing himself—doing things that drew people in,
causing crowds to gather to find out what was going on.    
The marketing of Fellowship Church has also had to transition for maximum
effectiveness. They are now a regional church in the large metropolitan city of Dallas.
The direct mail pieces that were once generic and inviting of all ages are no longer the
norm. Their marketing has now become more targeted at specific age groups, genders,
or needs that are prevalent in their ministry context and culture.  
As a veteran entrepreneur who began several businesses before entering ministry,
Craig White brings a unique perspective when seeking to understand how marketing can
aid the advancement of a church. As a coach to church planters across the nation, he
challenges leaders to grasp the dynamic that marketing brings to the growth of churches:
 I see too many church planters lacking the conviction and true
commitment to marketing. Marketing needs frequency. Without
frequency, as far as I’m concerned, you’re throwing your money down
the drain. And every marketing expert will tell you that. Every sound and
successful business person will tell you that marketing is something you
have to do. I tell my people, I’m seeing two kinds of churches. One is
with tremendous fruit and one has far less fruit. The ones with great fruit
are committed to marketing and their growth is through new
people—conversion growth. It creates an energy and a dynamic.
The marketing done by Fellowship of the Metroplex has continually varied. Craig recalls
a time shortly after the launch of the church when he realized that the crowd they had
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reached was largely already Christian. Their church-marketing strategy was changed to
ensure that they were inviting the target group they were seeking to reach, namely
irreligious people.
Research Question #4
Can marked similarities in the critical mass growth curves of each church plant
be identified?
Unfortunately, one of the unforeseen aspects of my research was uncovered
through this research question. At the onset of my research, I believed that church
planters would easily be able to recount the rate of growth their churches experienced
throughout different growth cycles within the first years of the church. I came to learn
that most church planters are so busy investing in the new church that their record
keeping of attendance numbers on a weekly or monthly basis are not easily recovered. 
Every church planter could only vaguely remember numbers from the early months and
years. All struggled to recount what led to any peaks or valleys in attendance patterns.
During my interviews the planters sought to align memorable moments of growth with a
number of situational characteristics like church location moves or new staffing
additions. My research did not identify marked similarities in the critical mass growth
curves due to a lack of sufficient record keeping to chart the growth curves within each
church plant. 
Unexpected Findings
One of the unexpected joys and learning moments of my research came from a
discovery that I did not know would occur through my interview process. I only expected to focus
on the contributing factors that pastors listed as most beneficial to achieving critical mass. I did
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Table 4.2. Barriers That Hinder Development of Critical Mass
not expect the pastors to clearly articulate barriers they believed hindered critical mass. The
research method ascertained that pastors identify common barriers that hinder the achievement or
maintenance of critical mass growth. Table 4.2 illustrates the number of times each barrier to
critical mass was listed by church planters in the questionnaire and its percentage of overall
respondents. It also includes the number of times each factor was listed and the percentage by the
six pastors that were best able to describe critical mass. When verifying each factor with at least
a 30 percent response rate, five common barriers were discerned as those most often mentioned
by pastors as hindrances to the establishment or maintenance of critical mass.
Barriers  n Mentioned         % n Mentioned     %
        in 20             by focus group
questionnaires        of 6
Lack of funds           11         55          4           83
Opposition from other churches           10         50          4     66
Location/meeting space           10         50          2     33
Too much growth, too soon             6         30          3     50
Establishment of core group             6         30          2     33
Lack of vision/planning             5         25          0       0
Launching prematurely             5         25          0       0
Slow growth             4         20          0       0
Pressure to launch             4         20          0       0
Lack of leadership development             4         20          0       0
Lack of marketing skills             2         10          0       0
Opposition from community             2         10          0       0
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Lack of Funds   
In an American culture, most people would not be surprised to learn that lack of
funding was the most often-mentioned barrier to achieving or maintaining critical mass.
After all, it appears everyone in our culture is seeking more money. In my research, I
found that most pastors who have experienced critical mass growth cycles in the life of
their church wage a continual struggle to raise enough capital to underwrite the vision.
As a church grows, the needs of the church seem to multiply proportionately for
demands, such as more staff, larger space, and continued marketing.    
When I interviewed Craig White and asked him to outline the sticking points that
hindered the church’s growth, he responded quickly without any hesitation:
It’s money, money, money! But I’ve always looked to two sticking points
of growth: leaders and money. Facilities and space, yeah, in many
situations. That wasn’t our case because I’ve always been able to access
schools. In my opinion, if you’ve got a school, you’re set. So it’s money
to utilize the tools that you would like to do to communicate the vision of
your ministry as many times as you possibly can. My thought is, we are
trying to reach as many people for Christ as quickly as we possibly can,
and money sure is helpful in accomplishing that. 
Craig asserts that the vision is communicated through various means and money impacts
most all of those areas. Greater funding aids the communication of vision through
avenues such as the multiplication of staff, functional mission space, dynamic worship, or
target-driven marketing.  
Fellowship Church has seen tremendous growth, and raising more capital to
accomplish the vision remains their top need. When pastors and church leaders visit
Fellowship Church, they are often shocked by the visual display of money in action to
accomplish ministry. Each facility is excellently crafted and spacious in size to allow
ministry to large numbers of people. The main lobby of the church is filled with computer
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stations that allow guests to check in and acquire information on the ministry of the
church. More than fifteen plasma television monitors are situated throughout the lobby
alone, which would normally sell for more than $5,000 each:  
It goes without saying that it is critical for any church, no matter where it
is going, to have money. I mean, without money, let’s be honest, dudes. It
ain’t gonna happen. You’ve got to pay, and it is going to take money to
do what you want to do. And as a church grows, it takes more and more
money. It takes roughly $2 million a month to make Fellowship run now.
Those are huge numbers. That is just a massive number, but it is all
relative to the size. But back in the early days, it still took money. Early
on, one of the hardest things to do is get that funding.
  
Most churches are not able to grow to the size of a Fellowship Church, and that
is partly due to their inability continually to access more funding to underwrite the
ministry. In the fifteen years that Fellowship Church has been in existence, they have
never seen a major setback in growth. They partially attribute their continual growth to
their ability to teach the congregation to support the ministry:  
People come and look at what we have going on here and think, “Wow. 
You guys must have some really big rich guys here. Some real fat cats
paying for all of this.” The truth is, we don’t. We really don’t. It is
through the giving of people just like ourselves who routinely and
regularly give. They understand the tithe, they understand giving, they
enjoy giving, and they give. Those people cover the vast majority of our
operating expenses. We do a lot of online giving now. We do a lot more
automatic withdrawal giving where people don’t bring an envelope with a
check in it. They actually have an automation set up where their giving is
just forwarded from their account into the church’s account on a regular
basis. We encourage that for several reasons. Primarily so people don’t
forget. When they go on vacation, and this can typically happen, they
forget. This way, their giving is just automatically happening, and they are
allowed to give on a regular and systematic basis.  
Lacking the funds to accomplish the vision will hinder and slow the growth of a church.
Fellowship Church is an excellent model of a church continually seeking solutions that 
will enable them to prevent funding from circumventing their growth.  
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Opposition from Other Churches   
Many people might be surprised to find that opposition from other churches was
listed as the second greatest hindrance to growing a church. More than 50 percent of the
respondents listed this opposition as a major hindrance to their growth. Ken Werlein
recalls the early days of planting Faithbridge:
I didn’t feel any support, that’s for sure. I think it would have been a
great thing to have a mother church or two even just for the sense of
blessing that would give because I didn’t feel blessed. I felt cursed by
surrounding pastors especially from within our denomination.
  
In my interviews, two main forces of opposition were mentioned with regularity
by pastors whose churches had experience significant growth. Tommy Gray of Clear
Branch conveyed the sources of opposition and how they sought to respond:
We experienced opposition from other church leaders in our area and
from church leaders in our denomination. We have tried to be consistent
in communicating with our bishop and other leadership what we were
doing and where we were going. But it is a mainly a struggle early on. 
It’s not much of a struggle anymore.  
Opposition in ministry is viewed by most leaders as a necessary evil of ministry, but a
high number of pastors link that opposition with hindering growth. Tracy Barnes of
Fellowship Church believes that opposition can cause the surrounding community to get
the wrong message about the church, and that misunderstanding calls for church
leadership to communicate the vision continually and clearly:
We were viewed as a threat to many because we were growing so fast.
Whenever your growth is astronomical, even though you are not pulling
[people] from other churches, you start to get known, and you become a
threat. People get critical. They will say things about you; they accuse
you of things that are not true. That can create a negative effect in the
community no matter how hard you work to not do that.  
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Location/Meeting Space   
My research revealed that space can serve both as a strategic factor that aids in
the development of critical mass and a barrier that hinders the attainment or maintenance
of critical mass growth. One of every two respondents listed space as a hindrance to their
growth. Unlike opposition from other churches, which most pastors listed as mainly a
hindrance in the early years of the church plant, the need for space appears to hinder a
church no matter what size or age they might be. Tommy Gray recollects that each of
Clear Branch’s plateaus in growth have occurred because of this limiting factor. He
stated, “Our plateau points have always been around facility struggles. Right now we are
three worship services a weekend. Parking is a nightmare. Space issues are a nightmare.
So we are slowed in our growth right now.”  
The struggle of needing more space was mentioned by every pastor I
interviewed. When churches begin to grow, many different types of space can limit the
progress. Space such as parking lots, children’s ministry wings, and auditoriums all affect
the growth of the entire church organism. Adam Hamilton likens the space struggles of
Church of the Resurrection to that of a growing business enterprise:
If you grow anything you are going to struggle with space. If you’re
making Beanie Babies® back at the height of the 80s, you know, they
couldn’t turn them out fast enough. That demand was a good thing to be
dealing with. Kids waiting at the stores for deliveries and then fighting
over them. But after a period of time, those space struggles can wear you
thin. I think we probably would have grown faster throughout a large
portion of our history had we been able to accommodate more people.
You have to learn to work with what you have because you’ll never have
the ideal. We’ve created multiple worship services. We’ve done six
worship services a weekend since 1997.
  
Fellowship Church has grown to averaging sixteen thousand people in weekend
worship attendance, and they are only fifteen years old. In studying this church, I
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determined the main reason it has never seen a period of plateau is due to the knowledge
of their church leaders concerning the barriers that can hinder growth. Ed Young and
other key leaders throughout the church have intuitively sensed these barriers of growth
and have worked arduously to determine solutions that would allow the church to
continue in its self-sustained growth pattern. The church has never recorded a period of
stagnation until now:
Most churches will cut themselves off growth wise because of their
seating capacity. They’ll determine to go to two worship services, which
is fine, but let’s say you have an auditorium that seats three hundred
people, and you are now filling it to capacity on Sunday morning. Most
churches would decide to go to two services, and when they fill that
service, they will decide to go to three. Depending on the time slot, that
next service will not do as well as the others. Eventually they’re going to
level off and the reason for that is you only have so many prime-time
slots. In our American culture, the prime-time slots are Sunday morning
between 9:00 and 11:30, and that’s where you are going to have the
maximum people coming. The only way you are going to increase your
attendance is by increasing your auditorium size significantly to hit those
maximum time slots and get the maximum number of people coming in.  
 
Fellowship Church grew through auditorium sizes of three hundred, eight hundred and
one thousand before they built their first sanctuary on their own property. They
constructed an auditorium that seats 4,300 people. The church is presently holding three
worship services on Sunday morning and two on Saturday night. The uncomfortable
answer to this present growth barrier is clear to them:
We average seven thousand people in our Saturday night services. We are
pleased with that. That’s phenomenal to us that we can run that many
people on a Saturday night. But that is about it. Sunday morning at our
8:30a.m. service, it is pretty sparse with about 1,100 people. Then our
two prime-time slots, the 9:45 and 11:15 services are maxed out. What
are we going to do to draw more? Well, we’ve got to build a larger
auditorium. But to do that, of course, is a lot of money.
The research reveals that meeting space can become a limiting barrier to growth no
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matter the age or the size of a church.
Too Much Growth Too Soon   
Whenever a church experiences great growth, an entire new set of challenges
arise that must be addressed. My questionnaire discovered that thirty percent of the
respondents stated that their church grew too fast and they struggled to keep pace with
the growth. Nevertheless, the research reveals that the percentage of pastors to list this
hindrance rises as the field is narrowed to a select number of pastors who have witnessed
critical mass growth multiple times within their congregation. Of the focus group of six
church plant pastors who have guided the discussions on critical mass, 50 percent listed
that the church grew too quickly. 
Faithbridge has experienced accelerated growth, and Ken Werlein recounted for
me his struggles to keep in stride with the growing number of people that were coming
to his church:
All of a sudden we started coming a little unglued because we didn’t have
the infrastructure to handle the growth. I didn’t have leaders ready to lead
small groups. I put people in leadership prematurely. It is a good problem
to struggle with too much growth. As a matter of fact, it is part of our
personality now. And some churches would be content to just blow the
doors off from one thousand, three thousand, to five thousand and they
don’t seem to care about assimilation. They just want the masses on
Sunday morning, but I really didn’t want just that. 
In a similar fashion, Tommy Gray of Clear Branch described struggling to keep pace
with assimilating new people into the church when the growth was occurring quickly:
Assimilation is one of the greatest struggles you will face when
experiencing rapid growth. We’ve had a fairly wide open back door
lately. We’ve just been blessed that the front door is much wider. We are
working real hard to close the back door, but it is real hard to assimilate
all those new people. Rapid growth has been a challenge for us.  
With a surge in growth, the leadership and preparedness of a church is tested. Ken and
Usry 108
Tommy reveal that leadership is a key factor in preparing a congregation to handle new
and accelerated growth. As stated earlier, critical mass involves a self-sustained chain
reaction. My research discovered that church leaders greatly influence the longevity of
this reaction and the possibility of it occurring again.  
As I interviewed pastors that experienced great growth and discussed their
readiness for that growth, I learned that many pastors consider themselves as a main
hindrance to maintaining and sustaining critical mass. As growth occurs at new levels,
the knowledge and intuition of the key leader is a determining factor in allowing that
growth to continue. For example, a pastor who has experienced leading a church of three
hundred people may handle easily the growth in their congregation in rising to that level,
but an entirely new set of leadership skills and knowledge are required for that pastor to
lead a church of five hundred to six hundred people. As churches grow to new
watermark levels, so do the leaders who are called to run ahead and prepare the way for
the journey to continue. When pastors and key leaders in a church are not prepared and
knowledgeable of the new growth territory, inevitably the growth is stagnated.  
One such example of growth in leadership was described by Adam Hamilton of
Church of the Resurrection. Adam possesses wonderful gifts of administration and
management. These gifts have allowed him to lead his church through repeated swells in
growth. Even pastors with great track records of growth can recount times when they
slipped and kept the church from continuing progress. Adam shared in his interview that
in the previous year he allowed his children’s ministry staff to make a decision that he
believed intuitively was wrong. The church had experienced a 15 percent growth rate
throughout April and May when the staff suggested changing their weekend format for
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ministering to children. Their suggestion would only impact four weeks, and even though
Adam thought that the decision was a mistake, he allowed the change to happen in the
spirit of empowering his staff. Though the staff was confident the change would lead to
growth, Adam was hesitant and believed the change would produce the opposite effect.
After the four-week experiment, attendance had decreased 5 percent from the previous
year:
I could’ve kicked myself. It was one of those times when I should have
done differently. What was the cost of that leadership blunder? What it
meant for us was that eight hundred—one thousand people just decided
to stay away from church during that time because of the change. What
was a 15 percent growth rate was reduced to -5 percent in just four
weeks. Leaders must have an intuitive ability to lead on in times of
growth—that ability to look and trust your instinct.     
       
When churches experience great growth, the ability to continue in that growth is largely
dependent upon the knowledge, intuition, and prudence of their leadership.
Establishment of a Core Group   
As stated earlier, the first year of a church plant is a pivotal season for
establishing a core team of people who will commit to the arduous task of birthing a
church. A great number of church planters struggle to enlist the initial adopters. My
research questionnaire discovered that 30 percent of the church-plant pastors considered
the establishment of that core group of individuals a hindrance the affected the early
growth and viability of their church. Nevertheless, that percentage decreased in the
pastor focus group who had experienced critical mass growth within the life of their
church. The pastors who described their struggle to gather a core team listed many
reasons why they viewed that early factor as a hindrance. Some struggled with their new
role as a planter or lacked the vision and strategy to captivate the imaginations of people
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towards their cause. Several stated that they established too small a core team and that
hurt the launch of the church and development of leaders. In my interviews, pastors
related their underestimation of the importance that the core team had on the launch of
the church. Since the core team is actually the first visible symbol of the church that is to
be, one pastor conveyed his initial fear of failure and portrayed how that adversely
affected the establishment of early adopters.
The initial core team presented an entirely different set of challenges for those
who had little trouble establishing the group and, therefore, experienced accelerated
growth. The pastors most knowledgeable about critical mass conveyed that they
remained acutely aware that the initial core team could pose a threat to continued growth
because of preconceived notions about what the church would become. A ready-made
core group of one hundred people were waiting to plant Fellowship Church when Ed
Young arrived. Ed knew that everyone in that initial group would not stay the course as
the church began to increase:
One of the mistakes that a lot of pastors make early on is they get this
group of people onboard, and then they become very protective of them.
Then when people start leaving, they panic. Fellowship Church has grown
as much by addition as it has by subtraction. Some people must go.
You’ve got to get rid of some of them because they are just going to be a
detriment to you. So the back door is an important part of your growth. I
know that in some church-growth circles they focus on shutting the back
door. The back door is there for a reason. You need some of those people
to exit. This is true of your core team. This sounds negative but its really
not. They are not bad people; they are just not on board with you. I
remember one of the early members of our core group who left
Fellowship. I had known him all my life. His mother, his sister, they were
all part of the church. But they became so disenchanted with the direction
of the church that it was important for them to leave. They were not bad
people. They just never connected ultimately with the vision of
Fellowship Church.
As stated earlier, when a church planter is able to establish a core group effectively, that
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team becomes a strategic factor that leads to the early establishment of critical mass.
When a planter struggles effectually to establish that initial group of adopters, the church
plant often struggles to launch, and future growth patterns of the church can be stunted.
Church-plant pastors whose core team aids them in producing critical mass growth must
also remain cognizant that the initial adopters will continue to shape the future growth of
the church for better or for worse.
Summary of Factors Affecting Critical Mass
My research demonstrates the factors that aid in the development and hindrance
of critical mass within the life of a church plant. The implications of factors that greatly
influence critical mass are presented in Chapter 5 along with further reference to
interviews. As this chapter concludes, the data presented can best be summarized by the
following two statements.
Five factors were mentioned with regularity as strategic in effecting a self-
sustaining growth pattern in church plants. The five most common factors that church-
plant pastors listed as attributing to the establishment of critical mass were prayer, clarity
of vision, establishment of a core group, location/meeting space, and marketing. These
five common strategic factors were reviewed or practiced with regularity in churches
experiencing large increases in the number of people they were reaching. Pastors
synergistically use these five factors to achieve and sustain momentum.     
Five factors were mentioned with regularity as barriers that hindered the
establishment or maintenance of critical mass. The five most common factors that
church-plant pastors listed as barriers hindering the establishment or maintenance of
critical mass were lack of funds, opposition from other churches, location/meeting space,
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too much growth too soon, and the establishment of a core team. For many pastors these
factors serve as the barriers that keep them from experiencing growth. Pastors also tend
to view these factors as stealth agents that can arrest the chain-reaction process of
critical mass when it is in motion and bring growth to a halt. Pastors seeking to prolong
critical mass must vigilantly perceive the affect of these agents and effectively navigate
these barriers.      
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CHAPTER 5
RESEARCH SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
During one of my research interviews, Adam Hamilton, senior pastor of the
Church of the Resurrection, shared an excellent metaphor for critical mass. This
metaphor is helpful in understanding and drawing conclusions about the development of
critical mass. Imagine rolling a large stone across a series of hills and valleys. A
monumental effort is needed to roll the stone up and down these hills—a virtual roller
coaster ride. Critical mass is the peak of each hill, and the goal is to push the stone up to
that point where it will begin to roll down into the valley effortlessly. Leaders who really
understand critical mass comprehend how little they can do to make the stone roll any
faster once critical mass has been achieved. They can watch for the valley, the place
where the stone will decrease in speed and need to be pushed again. The only way to get
the stone over the next hill is through a series of pushes with great effort. If the stone is
allowed to settle back down into the valley, an extraordinary amount of energy will have
to be exerted to get the stone moving again. Critical mass is not understood by many
church leaders, and sadly their churches struggle to grow. The stone sits motionless in
the valley, overgrown by weeds and impacting into the earth. For those churches, getting
the stone to move uphill again is a much harder task than if they would have kept it
rolling. 
Major Findings
I desire to conclude my research by relating findings that will guide church
leaders to keep their churches on a path of growth. I identified six major findings that
provide an understanding for building towards critical mass growth in the life of a
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church. Critical mass can be better understood through these guiding principles.  
Precept 1: Critical Mass as a Dynamic Recurrence and as Perceived in Various
Ways
Though common factors are practiced by church leaders seeking to achieve
critical mass, there is a dynamic nature of a church’s growth. Critical mass results
through a combination of human effort and divine power. At the outset of my research, I
assumed that critical mass would occur if a leader could just put all the right elements
together. I now recognize that incorporating the right factors only increases the
likelihood of an active critical mass.  
My study also revealed that critical mass is a recurring event for growing
churches. Though critical mass is by its very nature defined as “self-sustaining,” pastors
understand that the establishment of critical mass in churches is cyclical. The growth rate
will not continue at the same speed continually. During the peak of critical mass, growth
is extremely accelerated. Through time that growth will taper off. Pastors then begin
working towards another wave of increase.  
Innately, the pastors I interviewed understood that critical mass can be perceived
in many different ways. Vast differences in perception can exist between a pastor who
leads a church of two hundred and a pastor leading a church of two thousand. Though
critical mass may be described through common factors, their definition could remain
worlds apart. Adam Hamilton described the variance in perception:
I think critical mass means different things at different places at different
times. Critical mass when starting a new worship service is how many
people you need where the room feels good and a visitor would say,
“Hey, this is cool,” and then keep coming back. If your room seats sixty,
then twenty five might be okay. If your room seats 150, then twenty five
probably isn’t critical mass. So you must seek to figure out what that
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looks like.
Not only is critical mass perceived in various ways according to a pastor’s context, but
one’s own internal knowledge of critical mass grows as church experience expands.
Throughout my research, my knowledge of critical mass has been ever expanding. I have
only begun to understand the various nuances of building for critical mass. My
perceptions and comprehension of critical mass will undoubtedly evolve throughout the
rest of my ministry.   
Precept 2: Critical Mass as Accomplished through a Commitment to Process
As knowledge of critical mass increases, a temptation arises to view the
achievement of critical mass as a product. Through conversations with pastors, I
discovered that some view critical mass as a result or goal. Comments such as, “If we
could only break five hundred,” or “When we fill this place up,” reveal the product-
driven understanding of those leaders. They may employ the strategic factors that build
for critical mass and still become frustrated that their church’s growth is delayed or does
not accelerate at the level for which they had hoped.  
A healthier disposition views critical mass in its larger context. Much more than
being a product that delivers growth, critical mass by its nature is organismic. The
development of critical mass is dependent upon a series of factors working in unity. As
each new factor is added, a new element of the process towards the chain reaction of
growth is fashioned.  
A good example of this commitment to process can be witnessed in the behavior
of the executive team of Fellowship Church. Tracy Barnes explained to me how the lead
staff members of their church continually study the ministry and attendance of the church
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to decide what actions are in order for the next phase of the process:
We watch trends. We study our numbers every week. Ten of us gather
together and go over the numbers. We watch adult worship, the
preschool, children, students, overall attendance, and auditorium
attendance. We look carefully and watch for trends. Over the years we’ve
worked to improve our system. You can look back on a given weekend
years ago and see what events were going on in Dallas—Ft. Worth. You
can see what the weather was like—all those kinds of things. Then, based
on those numbers, we evaluate and determine the direction of what to do
next. 
Fellowship Church depends upon the collective wisdom of its leaders to follow faithfully
the process of building for critical mass that has led them through continual growth.  
By viewing critical mass as a process, leaders can begin to see that each of the
factors that lead to critical mass build upon one another. Moreover, each phase of
growth and critical mass shapes the next wave of increase. The adage “success breeds
success” is certainly applicable to critical mass. Several of the churches I studied
effectively reach critical mass growth time and time again because they are able to build
upon past accomplishments. When critical mass is understood as a process, each new
wave of a church’s growth becomes the seed of the next movement of critical mass.     
Precept 3: Critical Mass as Achieved through a Series of Purposeful Actions
Throughout my research I have desired to find the common strategies employed
by pastors to build for critical mass. I did not encounter one situation where God
operated without the use of human interaction. Theologically, I believe critical mass can
occur by the means of a sovereign move of God even without any plans or strategies
being employed by church leaders. Empirically, my research corroborates that such a
sovereign gift of critical mass is decidedly not the norm. In every situation I studied,
critical mass resulted from a series of decisive and purposeful actions employed by
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church leaders in the hopes that God would interact with their efforts and effect critical
mass.    
I learned that critical mass is achieved when church leaders employ a series of
actions that work together to lead to growth. Each pastor I interviewed was keenly
aware that their growth was a result of various activities accumulating in an explosion of
growth. Jeff Spiller lends his insights into how critical mass has occurred through the
operation of many different components working in synergy at Christ United Methodist:
People ask me this question all the time, “Why has your church grown
through all the years?” And it’s never for any one reason. It’s always been
a conglomeration and a combination of different reasons. It has certainly
always been that way for us.    
As church leaders employ strategies, they are building the essential structures
needed for growth to occur. Leaning upon the metaphor of pushing the stone over the
peaks and valleys, each push (strategy) is a necessary requirement to achieve critical
mass. The wide scope of factors is astonishing. A strategic factor can be as singular as a
leader praying and receiving God’s vision for ministry. At other times the strategies may
involve the entire church serving their community through effective outreach with
follow-up. The pastors were in agreement that critical mass was never brought on by one
strategy. The churches that establish critical mass with regularity recognize that each
purposeful action is the next building block that will allow their church to experience
exponential growth.
Precept 4: Critical Mass in the Context of Ministry as Relational in Nature
At the outset of my research, I viewed the strategies employed by pastors to be
isolated in nature. My limited knowledge of critical mass led me to believe that a leader
could bring about the establishment of critical mass by working alone to employ
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strategies. As my research developed, my grasp of critical mass was broadened. I now
ascertain that in the context of ministry, every component that leads to critical mass is
relational in nature.  
Of the five strategic factors that were listed with regularity as elements most
often employed in building critical mass, at first glance, each factor seems obtainable
through the actions of one person. Prayer, vision, meeting space, development of core
team, marketing—all appear to be able to be done by a single person. My research led
me to understand that each strategic factor involves a host of people. Every element is
both singular and plural. Pastors must pray and receive vision. Then people must pray
and adopt the vision unto themselves. A leader can canvas the community for an
appropriate setting to launch the church, but that space will affect and define the whole
of the body. A leader can begin a marketing campaign with a phone call or computer.
Nevertheless, the greatest of marketing tools is still word-of-mouth invitations by people
who are on board with the vision. Every component that builds for critical mass is
relational.  
I now realize that the plan and pattern that God uses for establishing his Church
has always been relational in nature. Paul continually writes of the power of the body of
Christ and its intent to operate in unity. Certainly God’s operational plan for how new
churches are birthed involves community. Adam Hamilton of Church of the Resurrection
declares the importance of relationships especially to new churches:  
I often emphasize the relational nature of starting churches. Your first five
years, it’s all about relationships. That really is the key. If you love those
people and they know you love them, and if you’re real and you’re
authentic, and you sacrifice for them, they will follow you anywhere. And
they will invite their friends to follow you, too.
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Church leaders desiring to build effectively for critical mass must learn that church
growth does not occur in a vacuum. The rate of adoption increases as key leaders allow
people throughout their churches to work towards growth together. The development of
critical mass occurs much faster when strategic factors are employed widely through the
relational network of the body.     
Precept 5: Critical Mass as Time Sensitive
I discovered two ways in which critical mass works in a time-sensitive manner. In
short, these two ways could be described as patience and planning. The following
paragraphs explain how timing and critical mass are greatly dependent upon each other.   
 First, in seeking to understand the establishment of sociological critical mass,
pastors may be enticed to overestimate their ability to bring about growth in the life of
the new church. Sufficient time is required to assemble the factors and allow them to
work in symmetry. Just as scientists have worked with patience in discovering and
experimenting with critical mass in physics, church leaders must be patient with the
process of building for growth. Having planted five churches and seeing critical mass
growth cycles in each one, Craig White shares his understanding about timing:
Now there have been some times when I’ve been bummed out with our
growth. But you know what I’ve learned after going into my fifth plant? I
can really see now that we weren’t ready. It wasn’t that we weren’t
working hard. We weren’t ready. I can see that now. So we would have
to wait. Then God would raise up a couple of leaders here. A couple of
things happened there, boom, God’s timing had arrived.  
Secondly, each pastor I interviewed was knowledgeable of when their churches
would move through swells of increases or decreases in attendance based on the time of
the year. Adam Hamilton shared that his church usually sees their highest attendance in
the months of January, April, September, and December. He also knows to expect his
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lowest attendance patterns in March, June, July, and October. A natural correlation
exists between these attendance patterns and the seasons of the year. Holidays, summer
breaks, and school calendars will inevitably affect a church’s attendance for better or for
worse:
It took me about five years to realize that this was just a cycle. It’s how it
works. And a lot of things affect your growth. Even the weather and the
economy affect when people take vacations and when they don’t. So
you’re constantly having to look at the big picture—not the four month
run.
Virtually every pastor I interviewed sought to counter seasons of low attendance
by employing the factors that lead to critical mass. A good example can be found in the
marketing strategies of Fellowship of the Metroplex. The church blankets their
community with direct mail on a quarterly basis:  
I don’t market at Christmas, because in my opinion, it draws mostly
Christian people, and we are after lost people. That is our target. So I
always market for January, and it is our best marketing season without a
doubt. I will do a message series on marriage. Our other marketing pieces
will depend on what we are doing strategically. I might market in the
summer with our sports camps to keep the momentum from our Easter
services.   
      
I learned through my research that the pastors worked ardently at building towards
critical mass during their seasons of low attendance. I began to see the implications of
timing towards building for critical mass.  
Critical mass growth curves ebb and flow. The likelihood of any church
experiencing twelve critical mass periods in a calendar year is unlikely. Even the fastest
growing churches will assure you that critical mass growth happens periodically. The
pastors that know critical mass best focus on establishing that growth by integrating their
efforts with the seasons. Even before the church fully slows at its valley of lowest
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attendance, church leaders begin working strategically to move the church towards its
next peak of critical mass.
Precept 6: Critical Mass Development within a Spiritual Community as Requiring 
an Inherent Dependence upon God
Though pastors study and work towards critical mass fervently, they must never
forget the declaration of the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 3:6-7: “I planted the seed,
Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters
is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.” Church growth and the
development of critical mass are entirely dependent upon the work of a sovereign God.
Critical mass strategies are worthless if not accompanied by the power and will of God
who is indeed the owner and redeemer of the Church. Through my research and
interviews, I met many pastors who were effective and gifted in ministry. I discovered
that each pastor was also keenly aware that their gifts and effort were completely
contingent upon the work of God. Fellowship Church is a wonderful example of a
church that understands this dependence upon God:
There are a number of factors that we can point to in explaining what has
happened here with the growth of Fellowship. But one thing I’ve not
talked about is the fact that God sovereignly just does what God
sovereignly does. We’ll be the first to tell you that God has just done
something here. There are some great people here, some very capable
people here. But we know we’re not that clever, and we’ll be the first to
tell you that. Part of critical mass is just a sovereign move of God.
The development of critical mass to birth the Christian church is in every way
analogous to the critical mass growth occurring in churches across America. Following
the resurrection, Jesus commanded the disciples to wait in the upper room until they
were endued with power from on high. The first chapter of the book of Acts states that
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they prayed and waited on the gift of the Holy Spirit. Acting responsibly, they waited
and prayed for the power of God to work and accomplish the birth of the Church. My
research revealed that pastors list prayer as the chief factor they depend upon to build for
critical mass. The act of prayer demonstrates the awareness that every element of critical
mass is dependent upon God.
After leading Christ United Methodist Church for more than twenty five years,
Jeff Spiller still prays a candid prayer of dependence upon God:      
For years I’ve simply prayed, “God, don’t let me screw it up.” To achieve
critical mass, you’ve got to have the desire to reach people, to pray, and
to obtain vision. But you also need to have the sense not to do something
so stupid or so flagrantly against God’s will in your personal life or in the
church’s life to really stop momentum and reduce critical mass. It’s not
just the way you lead the church. It’s who you are that can also build or
destroy critical mass. I must stay the person I need to be spiritually and
depend on God to lead me.
The entirety of my research rests on this precept of dependence. Church leaders are
called to operate with knowledge and skill. My research seeks to establish ways that
leaders can work effectively to build for critical mass. Critical mass cannot be achieved
devoid of God’s power and will. The development of critical mass is only relevant to the
extent that spiritual leaders rely upon God to bring about growth in the church. 
Theological Reflections
Four theological reflections provide a brief summary of my thoughts and growth
through this literature research and interview process. These four reflections serve as the
theological foundation for critical mass development in the life of the church.
First, God is the master designer of church growth. The entire history of
humanity has resulted as the fruit of a creative God. From the beginning, God planned
the redemption of humanity and establishment of his Church. The biblical story is a
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reminder of how God has worked throughout time as a masterful architect, crafting and
shaping his people. Paul communicates that “we are his workmanship, created to do
good works” (Eph. 2:10). Though church growth has been the lingo and study of the
past four decades, church leaders must remain mindful that God has always been in the
business of planning and designing the direction of his people. 
Second, God desires to expand his kingdom in this world. Throughout time, God
has operated in the lives of people to establish and expand his kingdom. From the outset
of the biblical story, Adam is commanded by God to “be fruitful and increase in number;
fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen.1:28). The Bible unfolds as a story of God’s desire to
use people like Adam, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and Joshua to ever expand his
kingdom in this world. This divine desire remains constant throughout Scripture. Jesus
charges his disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19), and
throughout the New Testament the Church is increasing in number. The passion of God
is to see his kingdom ever widening.  
Third, God has entrusted his work to his Church. God’s nature is to work
through his people to bring about this kingdom expansion. He calls people to holy
service and entrusts them to engage in his work. The Bible demonstrates that God never
leaves his people to labor alone. Paul admonishes in 1 Corinthians 3:9 that “we are
God’s fellow workers; God’s field; God’s building.” While he entrusts the Church to
work and expand his kingdom, he continually refines and matures those who offer
themselves as servants. Reminiscent of the first century, Jesus is still in the business of
entrusting the establishment of the Church into the hands of his disciples.
Lastly, God requires utter dependence upon his strength. Throughout the
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Scriptures, whenever God’s people choose to operate on their own strength without
trusting in God, he will withdraw his power and blessing. Jesus reminded his disciples in
John 15 of the intimate relationship that God desires with his people. Jesus declared, “I
am the true vine and my father is the gardener....Remain in me, and I will remain in you.
No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Apart from me you can do
nothing” (John 15:1, 4). The medium for critical mass growth to occur within the church
can be found within the scope of the power and purposeful plan of God. Jesus states in 
John 15:8, “[It] ... is to my Father’s glory that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves
to be my disciples.” God requires dependence and is glorified though trust.  
So God is undergirding every part of the process of critical mass development.
He gifts his Church with the potential to serve in the expansion of his kingdom by
praying, planning, operating, and building towards growth. He communicates his divine
plan of redemption through servants who operate in dependence upon him. God guides
the Church in leading and expanding his kingdom in this world.  
Limitations of the Study
Four significant limitations of this study can be identified: gender, race,
theological persuasion, and scope.
Gender  
Though church planting has seen a resurgence over the past three decades, most
church plants are led by male church planters. Women are just beginning to plant
churches in various regions throughout the United States. My research questionnaire and
interviews were conducted with only male participants. I assume that in the near future,
church plants led by women will have experienced critical mass throughout America..
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Their input towards this research may have generated contrary findings or provided more
collaborating evidence.
Race   
My research also suffered limitations by not crossing racial or ethnic lines. All
participants in my research were of white, Anglo-Saxon descent. Again I assume that if
greater representation of various races had existed, the findings might have changed to
some degree or simply been strengthened.  
Theological Persuasion
The participants in my study would typically classify themselves as evangelical
Christians as compared to those within the Eastern, Roman, and Anglican churches and
those within liberal, mainline Protestantism. All three of these classifications provide a
distinct model of the church’s identity, yet most church plants are arising from
evangelical circles that focus on conversion and reaching those not adhering to
Christianity. I assume that a representation of greater theological diversity might have
altered the research findings significantly.  
Scope
In an effort to delimit my research and produce results that were helpful in aiding
my church plant in Atlanta, Georgia, I chose to study only churches located in the
southern portion of the United States. Furthermore, each case study was located in close
proximity to a metropolitan city. Most churches are being planted in areas where large
people groups exist. I am extremely interested in seeing how my research findings might
have evolved if the scope of interviews were performed throughout the United States or
in foreign countries. Indeed, the largest churches in the world are located in places like
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Asia, South America, and Africa. I am confident that there was much to learn about the
development of critical mass should the scope of my research be widened.   
Suggestions for Further Research
My research has focused upon identifying the factors that build for critical mass. 
Further studies may include digging deeper to understand the process and timing of
critical mass. I discovered that pastors who are effective at building for critical mass
focus upon three to four seasons of critical mass growth in a given year. How does that
focus aid them in synergizing factors? How do pastors differ in their philosophy of
optimizing seasons to accelerate their growth and effectiveness?  
I would also suggest further study to learn more about the relational nature of
critical mass. As stated earlier, every aspect of critical mass in the context of ministry is
relational. A church planter will build for critical mass with people they have known for
only a short period of time. A seasoned pastor is building for critical mass with people
they have been in relationship with for a much longer period of time. How does the
development of critical mass differ in relation to the time people have known each other?
What operational differences are present in the practices of those pastors who are
working with deeper relationships? How do they empower others to work for building
critical mass? 
Implications for the Existing Body of Knowledge
Church planting has seen a resurgence over the past four decades, and many
churches are being planted throughout the nation. Coaching forums and Internet Web
sites are multiplying and aiding church planters to learn more about the nuances of this
entrepreneurial ministry. A significant number of published books and articles on church
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planting exists, but the number of works continues to lag behind the technology
resources listed above. 
I discovered two major limitations of the existing body of literature that address
the issues within my research. First, little has been written to guide pastors in practical
ways to plant a church successfully. In preparing to plant, I attended many seminars and
conferences by church-planting resource centers. I learned the principles and strategies 
needed to succeed, yet I see a great need to move this knowledge into the hands of the
masses. Many church planters embark upon the journey without ever seeking to learn
from those who have already been in the field planting churches. Many church planters
presently follow a coach that leads them in measuring their progress and encourages
them along the way. I hope that in the near future church-planting conference leaders
and coaches will publish more practical guides to launching a church. More works may
bolster the viability of church plants especially in their early stages.
Second, a void of literature exists on the topic of sociological critical mass. As I
progressed through my research, my appreciation has deepened for Roger’s Diffusion of
Innovations and Beckham’s The Second Reformation. My research findings confirm
their contributions to the literature on critical mass. At the conclusion of my research, I
am convinced that an enormous need is present within the Church for pastors and leaders
to understand more the strategies needed to build for critical mass.   
The implication for the existing body of knowledge is that this dissertation, at
least in part, attempts to address a void in the current corpus of literature on sociological
critical mass. This dissertation seeks to give practical assistance to church planters in the
hopes that they may learn how to develop critical mass growth early in the lives of their
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churches and increase the viability of their success. It also attempts to guide church
leaders in the strategies and barriers that inevitably affect the growth of churches. The
interviews act as case studies that reveal stories and illustrations of how practitioners in
the field of church planting are learning more of critical mass and building great
churches. My goal is to give greater insight into critical mass within the context of
ministry by pulling back the curtain that hides the inner workings and practices of
successful church plants.
Practical Applications
Throughout my literature research, interviews, reflection, and writing, a number
of practical applications surfaced relating to the establishment and maintenance of critical
mass. These practical insights give perspective for approaching the task of understanding
the critical mass process. My hope is that they enable greater clarity on the implications
of my research.  
First, pastors and church leaders must practice intentionality in their church-
growth efforts. Critical mass does not occur by accident. My study on critical mass
revolves around church leaders who pursue with great effort the employment of
strategies that over time will lead to greater growth. The leaders who saw the greatest
growth in their churches were intentional about the strategies they utilized to move their
church forward. If pastors and church leaders are serious about growing the body of
Christ, they must commit to ministering with increased focus and calculated
intentionality.     
Second, pastors and church leaders must approach their pursuit of critical mass
with fervency. The Apostle Paul gives the following direction in Colossians 3:23:
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“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.”
The pastors that have taught me the most about critical mass are extremely hard
workers. In their willingness to answer God’s call, they sacrifice, and labor to bring life
and growth to their churches. They have challenged me to pray, plan, and minister with
greater fervor. Knowledge and understanding of how to build for critical mass are only
the means that allow pastors to minister for the advancement of God’s kingdom. The
momentum that builds for critical mass can be quickly lost so leaders must dedicate
themselves to diligence and vigilance in working for growth.  
 Third, pastors and church leaders must ascertain their own style of building for
critical mass. Though the strategic factors are common denominators in building for
critical mass, each leader must make their own footprints along the journey. Marketing,
outreach, vision, location—every element that affects the growth of a church may take
on a shape that looks different than those mentioned within my dissertation. The way
each leader employs the strategies may differ. The key for building towards critical mass
is ascertaining one’s ministry context and exercising strategies in the most effective
manner.
Fourth, pastors and church leaders must comprehend and address the barriers
that affect their critical mass development. The barriers are real and can halt a church
from advancing into critical mass. I did not interview one pastor who was not keenly
aware of the barriers they were facing in their growth. Several churches were at plateau
points and the leaders were assessing the solutions to removing the barriers.
Furthermore, I discovered that the churches who had experienced the greatest critical
mass growth are zealous about clearing away the barriers before they were allowed to
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stunt growth. These church leaders are not prone to delay action. Pastors and church
leaders cannot obsess at employing the factors that lead to growth while ignoring the
barriers. Instead, they must operate with an intuitive radar seeking out the barriers that
are hindering their growth. When a barrier is perceived, it must be addressed immediately
with action and resolve.
Finally, pastors and church leaders must remain open and sensitive to new
strategic factors for building critical mass. The Church exists in an age of rapid
transition. The world is continually changing. These changes impact the context of every
ministry. I discovered that each growing church I interviewed practiced traveling to
other effective churches to learn, grow, and bring innovation to their ministry context.
The body of Christ is vast, and ministries learn and grow through interaction. Because of
the dynamic nature and process of critical mass, church leaders would be wise to
continue canvassing the ecclesiastical landscape watching for new strategies that can aid
them in growing the church.  
I want to conclude this study by underlining once again the importance of
building for critical mass. My research has aided me in planting a church in Atlanta,
Georgia. What was only a dream when this research began is now a life-giving
community of faith. I have certainly lived out my dissertation through my church plant.
Our church grew rapidly through the employment of the strategic factors that build for
critical mass. On our second birthday, we were averaging more than four hundred people
in our two weekend worship services. We had enjoyed and celebrated the experience
reaching critical mass growth. In our celebration we ignored a barrier—space. We had
grown too large for our present facility and during the next six months were forced to
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move into a less than desirable space for growing a church. My congregation learned
firsthand the joy of growth and the pain of decline. Our attendance fell to just over two
hundred people on average attendance during that period. In response to the barrier of
space, our congregation has now obtained a sixty thousand square foot facility. In the
near future, we will celebrate our third birthday, and the congregation is growing again.
Each week the church is filled with new faces, and the attendance has increased to an
average attendance of just beyond three hundred. We are building towards critical mass
and intensely seeking the barriers that are on the horizon. The research in which I have
invested over the past three years has increased my knowledge of critical mass and
church growth. To that end, my hope and prayer is that this dissertation will aid other
pastors and church leaders to build successfully for critical mass growth and expand the
kingdom of God.    
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APPENDIX A
GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Critical Mass  In nuclear physics, the minimum amount of a given fissile
material necessary to achieve a self-sustaining chain
reaction (“Critical Mass”).
In innovation, the sustained chain reaction that occurs at
the point when enough individuals have adopted an
innovation so that the innovation’s further rate of adoption
becomes self-sustaining (333).  
Communication Network  A system of interconnected individuals who are linked by
patterned flows of information (308).  
Communication Proximity The degree to which two linked individuals in a
communication network have personal communication
networks that overlap (308). 
Discontinuance  The inversion effect of critical mass that is achieved when
individuals begin to discontinue their use of an innovation
(182).
Innovativeness  The degree to which an individual or other unit of
adoption is relatively earlier in adopting new ideas than
other members of a system. A person’s innovativeness is
indicated through overt behavioral change rather than just
cognitive or attitudinal change (252).  
Interactivity  The degree to which participants in a communication
process can exchange roles in and have control over their
mutual discourse. Interactive innovations allow for
reciprocal interdependence. Non interactive innovations
create sequential interdependence (314).
Interconnectedness  The degree to which the units in a social system are linked
by interpersonal networks (300). 
Opinion Leadership  The degree to which an individual is able to influence
informally other individuals’ attitudes or overt behavior in
a desired way with relative frequency. Opinion leaders
have followers who will take note of their decisions to
innovate and do likewise (354).   
Reciprocal Interdependence The relational construct created between earlier adopters
and later adopters when the benefits of the innovation
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increase for everyone involved no matter when they
adopted the innovation (315). 
Sequential Interdependence The relational construct created between earlier adopters
and later adopters when the benefits of innovation are
perceived as increasingly beneficial to all future adopters
(315).
Subcritical Mass  The amount of material present that empirically cannot
result in an exponential and reproducing fission (“Nuclear
Weapon”).   
Supercritical Mass  The mass large enough and dense enough to ensure a
chain reaction. Supercritical mass is achieved when two or
more subcritical masses are condensed and united
(“Nuclear Weapon”).
Threshold  The number of other individuals who must be engaged in
an activity before a given individual will join that activity.
A threshold is reached when an individual is convinced to
adopt as the result of knowing that some minimum number
of other individuals in the system have adopted and are
satisfied with their use of the innovation. Thresholds are
analyzed at the individual level (320). 
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APPENDIX B
COVER LETTER FOR QUESTIONNAIRE
June 1, 2002
Rev. Ken Werlein
16000 Stuebner-Airline Road, Suite 250
Spring, Texas 77379
Dear Ken,
Would you be kind enough to use your experience to help other church planters? I am
writing to ask you to share what you have learned from your church-planting experience.
I am a doctoral student at Asbury Theological Seminary, and my dissertation is entitled
“Building for Critical Mass When Launching New Churches.”
The purpose of this research study is to identify strategies that can successfully build a
critical mass for launching new churches.  Critical mass has been defined as a “self-
sustaining chain reaction.” By studying the sociological dimension of critical mass, it is my
hope that this study will greatly enhance the viability of church plants which strategically
establish critical mass.  A critical mass hypothesis will be formed and tested on the church
I am planting in the Atlanta area.
As a part of my research, I am asking twenty church planters to complete a three page
questionnaire concerning the life and vitality of their church plant.  I have enclosed a
questionnaire and ask you to consider aiding in this research study.  If you consent, please
spend some time reflecting on the questions and complete the questionnaire.  Enclosed also
is a self-addressed, stamped envelope for you to mail your response back to me.   
I realize that this is a busy time of year, but I need you to complete the survey as soon as
possible.  Please return to me no later than August 15, 2002.       
I am grateful for your time and assistance in this important survey.  May God bless you
for your willingness to bless others.
In Christ,
Rev. Steven T. Usry 
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APPENDIX C
SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE
PLEASE RETURN BY AUGUST 15, 2002
1. What was the date you officially moved into the community in order to plant the church?
____________________
2. From your arrival, what length of time did you wait to establish a core group? 
________________
3. How many adults were in your initial core group?   ____________
4. From your arrival, how many months did you wait to begin your first public worship services?
______________
5. Please give ball-park percentages for the growth you have seen in the following areas, from the
time you arrived to the present:
Transfer Growth _________% Conversion Growth _________%
6. If you received people from a supporting church(es), how many were received? 
_______________
7. Please answer the following questions about the church plant.
                   Yes No  
a. Are you satisfied with the geographic area chosen for the church plant?     1   2    
b. Did you have financial support from a denomination?       1   2   
c. Was the financial support adequate?       1   2
d. Did you receive financial support from other churches?       1   2
e. Did you obtain a large group of people (20+) from a partnering church?     1   2   
f. Were preview services/private services used before the launch?       1   2   
8. When did you hire your first paid staff person, and how many staff do you have currently?
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9. Using the numerals 1 through 5, please rank the five most important factors which contributed
to the success of the church plant.  Begin with “1" as the most significant.  Mark only five.
In your situation, the greatest contributing factors for the church plant were:
_____ Start-up funds _____ Family support
_____ Establishment of a core group _____ Community involvement
_____ Prayer _____ Name/Logo recognition
_____ Clarity of vision, strategy, and planning _____ Location
_____ Mentor/Coach _____ Conversions
_____ Marketing and advertising _____ A supernatural event
_____ Conferencing with other church planters _____ Multiplication of cell ministry
_____ Multiplication of leaders _____ Securing meeting space
_____ Demographic studies _____
_____ Community outreach with follow-up Other:  
_____________________________
Other:  
_____________________________
10. Using the numerals 1 through 5, please rank the five most significant obstacles you experienced
in planting the church.  Begin with “1" as the most significant.  Mark only five.
In your situation, the greatest obstacles to planting the church were:
_____ The location _____ Too much growth, too soon
_____ Opposition from the community _____ Slow growth
_____ Opposition from other church leaders _____ Lack of vision /strategy/planning
_____ Establishment of a core group _____ Pressure to launch from others
_____ Lack of funding _____ Lack of marketing skills
_____ Launching prematurely _____
_____ Wrong match between the planter and area Other:  ____________________________
Other:  ____________________________
11. In your opinion, what were the principle reasons which led the early members of your core
group to join your church planting mission?
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12. How many people identified themselves with your church (were committed to the mission of the
church plant) during the months preceding your public launch?
__________ One month
__________ Three months __________ Twelve months
 __________ Six months __________ Fifteen months
__________ Nine months __________ Eighteen months
13. How many people were in attendance at worship services since your public launch?  
__________ Launch
__________ One month later
__________ Three months __________ Fifteen months
 __________ Six months __________ Eighteen months
__________ Nine months __________ Twenty-one months
__________ Twelve months __________ Twenty-four months
14. What significant events have caused a dramatic increase in the numbers of people affiliated
with your church prior to launch?
After the launch? 
15. What significant events have caused a dramatic decrease in the numbers of people affiliated
with your church prior to launch?
After the launch? 
16. Do you have any concluding remarks that would aid us in understanding the growth of your
church?
Usry 138
APPENDIX D
LIST OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. When did you sense your vision of the church plant was really beginning to happen?
Tell me a story which illustrates that point. 
2. At what point in your opinion did the church plant take on a life of its own?
3. What were the determining factors which caused that to happen?
4. Looking back, what do you credit as being a strategic step which facilitated growth?
5. Did you identify some sticking points which hindered growth?  
Were these organic or organizational in nature? 
6. How did you identify the needs of the surrounding community?
7. Did you determine the needs first or did they surface out of your plant experience?
8. How does your church meet these community needs?
9. When did you feel that the church plant owned the values?
10. If I were to survey 50 percent of your congregation to review what they believed the
values of the church should be, how would their values line up with your values?
Where would they be the same?  
Where would they differ?
11. What recommendations would you make to other church planters seeking to
establish critical mass?
12. Do you have any concluding remarks about strategically building for critical mass
in church plants?  
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